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The Strengths perspective has a long history within social work policy and practice (Saleebey, 1996). 
Evolving overtime, this capacity focused approach to supporting families make change has continued 
to be at the forefront of interventions, particularly in the challenging area of child welfare social 
work (Turnell & Edwards, 1997; Cousins, 2015; O’Neil, 2005; Kemp et al, 2013). The principles of the 
Strengths perspective; particularly around the sharing of power, collaboration and inclusion, respect 
and clients as experts in their own lives can seem at odds with statutory responses to child welfare 
concerns (Ward, 2015; Saleebey, 1996; O’Neil, 2005).  
Additional to this, child welfare social work in Aotearoa New Zealand is facing challenging times 
(University of Otago, 2017). There have been numerous reviews and restructuring to the statutory 
organisation, currently Oranga Tamariki, responsible for managing child welfare concerns, 
attempting to improve outcomes for at risk children and families (Atwool, 2019). The most recent 
changes in 2017 indicated more of a shift from state responsibility to community responsibility in 
managing child welfare concerns, directly impacting NGO social workers.  
This research aimed to explore this tension and identify how NGO social workers conceptualise the 
Strengths perspective and its application to child welfare cases. 12 registered NGO social workers 
participated in semi structured interviews, giving insight into how they navigate a Strengths based 
NGO role, with preliminary themes presented to a focus group for feedback. The interview and focus 
group data, considered alongside an extensive literature review, resulted in seven dominant themes 
emerging in a thematic analysis: the construction of knowledge of the Strengths perspective, 
relationships are key, the interface between NGO and statutory, success with Strengths, limitations 
and barriers, the entanglement with Oranga Tamariki and cultural frameworks.  These themes 
indicate current perceptions of the Strengths based, NGO social work position within the statutory 
child welfare system and offers pathways forward to support NGO social workers, Oranga Tamariki 
and families, to successfully engage the Strengths perspective in child welfare cases, ultimately 
improving child safety and family wellbeing.   
Recommendations have been developed from the findings of this research. These include NGOs 
reviewing their policies regarding Strengths based practice, ensuring policy expectations are 
supportive of this approach being utilised,  supporting stronger relationships growing between NGOs 
and Oranga Tamariki and social workers having a collective understanding within their organisation 
of the Strengths perspective and application expectations. Developing cultural competency across 
both statutory and NGO social work organisations was also highlighted, to enhance successful 
Strengths based practice with Maori and Pasefika families.  
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Child welfare social work for NGOs in Aotearoa New Zealand, is in a challenging time (University of 
Otago, 2017). With significant changes to the government department responsible for child welfare, 
previously Child, Youth and Family, now Oranga Tamariki; understanding the importance of the NGO 
social worker role in supporting Oranga Tamariki and engaging with child welfare social work is vital. 
July 2017 brought in amendments to the Oranga Tamariki Act 1989 signalling the statutory child 
welfare response would rely on the NGO sector to assist in responding to, addressing and 
monitoring child welfare issues. This would be at the direction of Oranga Tamariki, increasing NGO 
workload and responsibility (Oranga Tamariki, 2017).  The NGO social worker’s approach to child 
welfare issues can vary in terms of assessment of capacity and risk and the path of intervention. This 
is influenced by organisational factors such as culture, philosophy and policy, as well as individual 
factors such as knowledge, experience and attitude;  (Keddell, 2017; Toros & LaSala, 2018; Smith, 
2008).  
The Strengths perspective is a core theory and model underpinning social work and child welfare 
practice, commonly integrated in social service organisation philosophies, policies and practice 
expectations (Saleebey, 1996). The Strengths approach was formally introduced in the 1980s as a 
response to the ineffective, pathological, deficit based approach to traditional social work. Its 
capacity focused approach to family issues, has been viewed as a successful means to engage and 
intervene with families (Saint-Jaques, Turcotte & Pouiot, 2009; Ward, 2015; O’Neil, 2005; Cousins, 
2015; Saleebey, 1996).  This approach assists families to mobilise existing strengths with themselves 
and the community, through meaningful relationships, improving child safety and family wellbeing. 
This perspective is not without fault. The positive outlook and capacity focus can be critically viewed 
as dangerous, allowing concerns to be overlooked or ignored, causing more harm to children 
experiencing child welfare issues (Gray, 2011; O’Neil, 2005; Eketone, 2006).The Strengths 
perspective can also be viewed as neoliberal, shifting responsibility for wellbeing solely onto the 
individual and away from societal issues such as poverty (Gray, 2011). The current child welfare 
system in Aotearoa also reflects neoliberal traits, with addressing poverty and racism notably absent 
in day to day practice (Keddell, Stanfield & Hyslop, 2016).  
 The Strengths based NGO social worker is left in a precarious position, as responding to child 
welfare issues, where there is a risk of abuse or harm to children, by nature, is not Strengths based. 
This nature includes a deficit focus in child safety assessments and a statutory organisation who 
holds the power to take invasive action in at risk families. The child welfare response can be reactive, 
driven by the need to ensure the safety of children by any means. Action, can be taken by NGOs 
(such as completing a report of concern), or Oranga Tamariki (such as the removal of a child). These 
actions and Interventions, including whānau hui or family group conference, can be viewed as 
removing power from families and dictating a course of actions families are required to take. They 
force changes to family dynamics, regardless of family readiness or participation (Young, McKenzie, 
Schjelderup, More, & Walker, 2014). Legislation directly influences NGO policy, leading to NGO social 
workers being obligated to report any suspected child abuse or neglect to Oranga Tamariki for 
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investigation. This initiates a statutory process, NGO social workers relinquishing control with a 
family’s intervention, handing over information and assessment of family capacity and focused on 
child safety risk. The all-important relationship between NGO social worker and family is left in the 
hands of a contentious process, in an overstretched and under resourced statutory system (Keddell, 
2015). These are not the goals of a Strengths based NGO social worker, as empowerment and being 
capacity focused are key underpinning principles (Saleebey, 1996).  
The changes in Oranga Tamariki function give more responsibilities to NGOs to respond to and 
monitor child welfare issues that were previously held by statutory workers under the partnered 
response model (Oranga Tamariki & New Zealand Government, 2020). This can be a challenge to the 
therapeutic relationship NGO social workers have with families. The Strengths perspective is still 
regarded as an effective approach to supporting families achieve positive outcomes both in statutory 
and NGO policy and practice. The value of building trusting, meaningful relationships, where power 
is given back to families and mobilising strengths and resources within families and communities, 
assists engaging families in transformational interventions (Katsikitis, Bignell, Rooskov, Elms  & 
Davidson, 2012;Young et al, 2014; Kemp, Marcenko, Lyons & Kruzich, 2013; Bransford, 2011; Saint-
Jaques et al, 2009; Saleebey, 1996; Gray, 2011; O’Neil, 2005).  
By exploring how NGO social workers conceptualise the Strengths perspective within child welfare 
social work, this research provides insight into how frontline NGO social workers perceive their 
current role in social work confronting child welfare issues, engaging with Orang Tamariki and the 
application of Strengths within this. It explores the principles of the Strengths perspective and 
whether they are adaptable to the changing climate in social work. Particularly, are they able to 
withstand changes to the engagement expectations that follow policy and practice evolution.   It will 
also provide insight into how principles of the two concepts; the Strengths perspective and child 
welfare policy, can interweave, managing priorities from both and enable the best practice for NGO 
social workers and positive outcomes for children and families.   
Research Design 
 
This is a qualitative project, as it explores NGO social workers’ constructions of the Strengths 
perspective and its application to child welfare NGO social work. The constructivist approach 
allowed for participants’ individual perceptions to be identified, analysed in their own right and in 
relation to each other.  
Twelve registered NGO social workers from within the South Island of Aotearoa New Zealand, 
participated in semi structured interviews. They were asked to define their perception of the 
Strengths perspective as a concept and describe it in child welfare practice. Influences such as 
organisational culture and policy, legislation, cultural frameworks and client type were explored, as 
well as reflecting on the influence of Oranga Tamariki processes including report of concern, 
engagement and assessment and intervention; family group conference and whānau hui. A focus 
group was held to review and provide feedback on the preliminary themes emerging from the 
interviews. This was attended by participants working in the wider social service sector who were 
also involved with child welfare cases.   
This data was then analysed with an interpretivist analysis, utilising thematic analysis, which 
identified seven major themes: knowledge of the Strengths perspective; relationships are key; 
tension management at the NGO/Oranga Tamariki interface; success with Strengths; limitations and 
barriers to being Strengths based in child welfare work; statutory intervention: the entanglement 
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with Oranga Tamariki; cultural frameworks and their alignment with the Strengths perspective and 
child welfare.   
Chapters 
 
This thesis is organised into five chapters. The first introduces the research providing a context and 
outlining the included chapters.   
Chapter 2 is a literature review which covers the child welfare context in Aotearoa, considering the 
current and historical theoretical developments and underpinnings. This also includes the 
positioning of the NGO role. A review follows of the Strengths perspective in theory within social 
work and a critique of this approach to social work practice. The Strengths perspective is then 
considered within the child welfare context, regarding the construction of risk and the conflicting 
priorities between the Strengths perspective and child welfare policy. Te Ao Māori is explored in 
relation to the underpinnings and application of the Strengths perspective and how the two 
perspectives align. The Strengths perspective is further reviewed in relation to social work practice 
and policy.    
Chapter 3 details the methods used to complete this qualitative research. The constructivist 
approach utilising semi structured interviews and a focus group to explore the conceptualisations of 
social workers and practitioners is discussed in this chapter. This is followed by discussion of the 
interpretivist approach to analysing data through thematic analysis.   
Chapter 4 reports the findings drawn from the thematic analysis of the 12 semi structured interviews 
and focus group.  There are seven dominant themes that emerged from the NGO perspectives of 
Strengths applied to child welfare case work. The themes included the knowledge of Strengths 
perspective, relationships, the NGO role within statutory systems, success with Strengths, limitations 
and barriers, the entanglement with Oranga Tamariki and cultural frameworks.  
Chapter 5 provides a critical analysis of the findings in consideration of relevant literature. This is 
completed as a summary of each theme, links to relevant literature, and drawing conclusions. 
Recommendations are then discussed,  suggesting possible practice implications, ways to improve 
NGO social workers’ ability to apply the Strengths perspective in child welfare cases and how 
organisational culture and policy can achieve this. Also, how improved relationships and 
collaboration with Oranga Tamariki staff and knowledge of their policies and practice, can improve 
and support best practice for NGO social workers and families.   
Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction 
 
Exploring the context of this research through a literature review, provided a base from which to  
better understand the position of NGO social workers using the Strengths perspective in child 
welfare cases, described in the previous chapter. Social Work was traditionally deficit based, 
focusing on the problems and pathologies of people experiencing difficulty (Bransford, 2011). In a 
time that medical models and psychology were dominant influences on society, strengths and 
capabilities of people were undervalued and scarcely recognised within interventions (Bransford, 
2011; Ward, 2015). Society started to change in the late 1900’s and a new paradigm emerged, 
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supporting a capabilities approach to people and families in difficulty (Bransford, 2011;Ward, 2015).  
The new  capabilities approach based what Dennis Saleebey, Charles Rapp and Anne Weick formally 
developed the Strengths Perspective in the 1980’s, at a similar time that narrative therapy was 
shaped by Michael White and David Epston (McCashen, 2012). Since this time, the ‘strengths 
movement’ has been gaining momentum within helping professions, as the success of working with 
the strengths of individuals to create and sustain change has been acknowledged (Saleebey, 1996).  
Social Work is a complex profession, utilising the skills of multiple disciplines, to engage with people 
at various life stages, to support the achievement of a variety of goals. Some areas of social work 
practice may, more easily, allow for a Strengths approach with service users. However, within the 
child welfare arena, there are notable tensions in the ability of social workers to apply this 
effectively with families (Young et al, 2014).  
 There is significant literature regarding the Strengths perspective within social work and other 
professions. The experience of social workers applying the Strengths perspective within child welfare 
social work, is similarly a very broad area within the literature. For this reason, I have narrowed the 
focus of literature to examining the Strengths perspective in relation to child welfare policy 
development and the Strengths perspective applied within child welfare social work practice. This 
includes the relevance, benefits and difficulties of using such a perspective within this area of social 
work practice. I have also included literature around Te Ao Māori and the place of the Strengths 
perspective within Māoritanga, for Māori social workers or clients. As a tauiwi social worker, I am 
limited in my ability to analyse this literature (Eruera & Ruwhiu, 2014), particularly as it was difficult 
to find literature that directly linked the Strengths perspective and Te Ao Māori.  
Throughout literature, child welfare is also referred to as ‘care and protection’ and ‘child protection,’ 
the term child welfare is more commonly being used within the social work field with the same 
purpose of concern for child wellbeing (Young et al, 2014; Oliver & Charles, 2015; Keddell, 2017). 
Child welfare, however, suggests a focus on the wellbeing of children, rather than an emphasis on 
protection. I have chosen to use the term child welfare issues as an all-encompassing term, referring 
to social work involving children in contact with both Oranga Tamariki and NGO or Iwi services with 
statutory status i.e. s396 child and family services. 
This review will also include literature regarding Te Ao Māori and how this applies to social work 
with Māori as practitioners and as clients. Social work from a kaupapa Māori base, shares similarities 
to the principles of the Strengths perspective (Stanley, 2000; Shirres, 1997).  This is of interest within 
this research project, in how Māori social workers may have conceptualised the Strengths 
perspective from a Kaupapa Māori perspective. Also, in how social workers may describe Māori 
whānau engaging in the Strengths perspective in child welfare cases.  
Current literature generally analyses the theory, policies, frameworks and models; rather than 
focusing on the application of the Strengths perspective (Kemp, Marcenko, Lyons, Kruzich, 2013; 
Gray, 2011; Cousins, 2015; Keddell, 2017; Saint-Jaques, Turcotte, Pouliot, 2009). The literature also 
often considers the Strengths perspective alongside other theories of practice, nationally and 
internationally (Keddell, 2017; Abdullah, 2015; Toros & LaSala, 2018; Devaney, McGregor & Cassidy, 
2017).  I have included some literature regarding the general use of the Strengths perspective in 
social work; however, as child welfare social work is directed by policies and practice models specific 
to child welfare, I have limited this to the history of the Strengths perspective and its basic 
application in child welfare social work.   
I have included literature regarding statutory and Non-Government Organisation (NGO) social 
workers, as many NGOs are contracted to perform statutory duties.  It was difficult to attain 
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significant literature regarding the narrative of social workers applying the Strengths perspective, 
specifically in the child welfare area. It would be beneficial to add this narrative to help bind the 
ideal theoretical frameworks being proposed within the literature to actual practice realities, this 
research helps to address this gap.  
Child Welfare in Aotearoa New Zealand  
Definition 
The term ‘child welfare’ refers to the internationally agreed understanding that all children have the 
right to freedom, justice and peace and that children shall be protected in order to develop within 
family, with love, happiness and understanding (OHCHR, 1989). This freedom includes living free 
from harm and to be cared for and protected as vulnerable members of society. The United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, also identifies the existence of specialised agencies and 
international organisations responsible for the welfare of children, in upholding these rights 
(OHCHR, 1989). 
In Aotearoa New Zealand , abuse of these rights is deemed child abuse and defined in the Oranga 
Tamariki Act as “the harming (whether physically, emotionally or sexually), ill-treatment, abuse, 
neglect or deprivation of any child or young person” (Parliamentary Counsel Office, 2017, p. 1).  
There are multiple causes for abuse occurring within families including; parental conflict, family 
violence, mental illness, addiction issues, attachment difficulties, lack of parenting knowledge and 
skills, stress, poverty and childhood experience of abuse and neglect (Ney, Fung and Wickett, 
1992).The field of child welfare social work is tasked with supporting these rights of children, to be 
upheld by the families they live in either through early intervention services, long term support 
services, or statutory intervention when the families are having difficulty maintaining the welfare of 
their children.  
The NGO position 
 
The purpose of NGO social workers in cases with child welfare issues, is often to work alongside 
families to help educate and support the healthy development of parenting knowledge and 
practices. The non-political environment and ability to network and collaborate with community 
services and organisations, can enable more participatory relationships with families and the 
community (Piotrowicz and Cianciara, 2013); unlike statutory social workers who are often time 
poor and legally bound in all of their actions through the Oranga Tamariki Act 1989.  
The Oranga Tamariki Act 1989 provides a mandate for the role of Oranga Tamariki social workers 
regarding engagement, investigation and intervention with families of children suspected or found 
to be in need of care and protection (Ministry of Social Development, 2019). The Act also advise 
where the Chief Executive of Oranga Tamariki can delegate duties of the Act to NGO social workers 
or community, or Iwi providers. Oranga Tamariki social workers are given powers under the Oranga 
Tamariki Act 1989 to ensure the safety of children in Aotearoa New Zealand , such as the ability to 
attain confidential health, education and welfare information from services and community 
members. Social workers are able to seek orders from the family court to remove children from their 
families, monitor children over a period of time, expect drug testing of family members and 
participation in support services.  
Oranga Tamariki social workers are guided by a practice framework and a number of assessment 
tools, such as the Tuituia model, to gather information, assess risk and safety and decision making 
(Oranga Tamariki Practice Centre, 2019). Oranga Tamariki social workers are legally bound by the 
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Oranga Tamariki Act 1989. This directs all actions to be taken and when, along with guiding strict 
timeframes for engagement and response to families experiencing child welfare issues and reporting 
to the family court (Oranga Tamariki Practice Centre, 2019).  
Alternatively, NGO social workers are guided by the social work registration board when registered 
and their individual organisation’s policies regarding engagement, assessment and intervention with 
families. Some NGOs also sit within Oranga Tamariki Act 1989 sections regarding foster care for 
example.  This includes at which point and to what degree their social workers can engage in child 
welfare issues. For example, some organisations may have policies that social workers will not 
individually put affidavits into family court regarding the families they are working with. This limits 
their involvement in some areas of the Act, such as not being able to follow through a section 19 
referral to family group conference, if court involvement is required.  




Social work originated from a paternalistic model, where society viewed ill health or wellbeing as 
lacking in moral will (Bransford, 2011). Social workers were tasked with persuading clients, focused 
on their frailty, without acknowledgement of poverty and other social structures influencing issues. 
Over time and the development of social sciences, more humane and empowered approaches to 
social work were created (Bransford, 2011). The  Strengths perspective arose out of a humanitarian 
drive to promote capacity building in people as a way to sustain change. Seen as a more successful 
approach than the paternalistic model,  Strengths has continued to be present in social work and 
evolve over time (Saleebey, 1996).   
The Strengths perspective, applied to social work practice and policy, is well established in the social 
work field (Zullo, 2006). Strengths based practice provides a framework and value based philosophy, 
for promoting positive change within families (Saleebey, 1996; O’Neil, 2005). The benefits for 
children and families of a Strengths based approach to child welfare social work, has been 
acknowledged in the literature (Katsikitis, Bignell, Rooskov, Elms & Davidson, 2012;Young et al, 
2014, Kemp et al, 2013; Bransford, 2011).  There is substantial literature identifying and exploring 
the Strengths perspective as an effective approach generally to social work practice.  
Definition 
 
The Strengths perspective, based on “social constructivism and postmodern theories of change” 
(Ward, 2015, p. 1), is defined as “a set of ideas and practices seeking to recognise and utilise the 
inherent personal strengths to promote change and lifelong resilience” (Ward, 2015, p. 1).The main 
studies in this area agree on a basic set of principles (Saleebey, 1996; O’Neil, 2005; Gray, 2011; Saint-
Jaques et al, 2009). Saleebey (1996) and O’Neil (2005) identify these interdependent principles as 
being capacity focussed with clients rather than focussed on deficits, social justice, respect, sharing 
of power, inclusion and collaboration, transparency and self-determination. This perspective aims to 
then build on the accessible resources a person possesses internally and externally to enable self -
determination; moving from problems to wholeness of the individual, family or community. 
Strengths are viewed as inherent, within the individual (Saint-Jaques et al, 2009), indicating potential 
in each individual to actualize their strengths, solving their problems and live a fulfilling, actualised, 
life (Saleebey, 1996). Social workers are thus tasked within this perspective, to create interventions 
which focus on identifying and maximising the competencies of clients. Clients are “considered as 
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the experts in their situation” (Saint-Jaques et al, 2009, p. 454) and the social workers are viewed as 
partners, able to share knowledge with the client, to empower them to resolve their difficulties. A 
further principle of the Strengths perspective is the strength of the community as a resource 
(Saleebey, 1996; Saint-Jaques et al, 2009). The community, including its environment and human 
resources can be utilised as support for a person or family to develop their self-determination. Such 
as a community vegetable garden for example, which can be worked on by all members of the 
community and in return feeds a family when they have little money to buy produce.  
In considering the evolution of the Strengths perspective that Saleebey (1996) discusses, Tong (2011) 
recognises how the construction of this perspective within social work, can vary depending on the 
perceived function of the perspective. The knowledge and attitude of social workers combined with 
organisational factors such as policy and culture, influencing the development of how Strengths is 
perceived. Tong (2011) identified a three tiered system of how Strengths can be viewed; as a new 
intervening , capacity based approach directly opposite to deficit, a basic view of social work practice 
with problems and strengths balanced and a philosophical principle.   




 The obligation and duty of social workers to “actualize potential through well-meaning behaviour” 
(Gray, 2011, p. 5) is identified as the combination of Kantian and Aristotelian deontology, 
underpinning the Strengths perspective. The importance of humanistic nature and following virtues 
to achieve human flourishing, is an Aristotelian influence within the Strengths perspective. The sense 
of obligation and duty, to use well-reasoned behaviour in the process of achieving human 
flourishing, brings the Kantian and Aristotelian influences together (Gray, 2011).  The individual 
responsibility of people to reach their potential, highlights a neoliberal discourse, void of state 
responsibility to explore or address social barriers, or any other external factors limiting the capacity 
of people to reach their potential (Gray, 2011).  
Neoliberalism considers the importance of market manipulation to ensure economic growth, serving 
“powerful vested interests, while operating punitive and tightly controlled policies towards those 
most affected by withdrawal of the social and economic protections of earlier times” (Keddell, 
Stanfield and Hyslop, 2016, p. 1). Neoliberal ideals often lead to a “get tough” (Keddell et al, 2016, p. 
1) social policy resulting in punitive measures such as imprisonment. People who are unable to 
‘succeed’ in life through health, independence and wealth are viewed from this perspective, as 
personally responsible (Keddell et al, 2016). Consideration for the wider influence of social and 
economic structures contributing to their ‘failure’ is often not present.  
The neoliberal discourse underpinning the focus on self responsibility, implicitly creates a shift in 
duty and practice expectations for social workers. The policy and practice expectations of statutory 
social workers is written in a way which highlights the need for families and communities to take 
responsibility for their children, rather than the state having this responsibility (Keddell et al, 2016).  
Social workers then engage with families and the community, regardless of societal resource issues 
such as poverty. Surveillance and monitoring of families within the child welfare system, speaks to a 
police state mentality, with statutory and non-statutory social workers manning the hilt.  Technology 
and its use to manage and review effectiveness of service provision for funding priority, is another 
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measure in the neoliberal regime taking social workers away from face to face time with their clients 
(Keddell et al, 2016).    
Philanthropy: the burden on social workers 
 
A related critique of the Strengths perspective is that in gearing social work interventions around 
capacity building of individuals and families, it is suggested that social issues are less relevant than 
the perceived lack of internal resource. The literature argues that social issues such as poverty are 
systematic and cannot be overcome by the individual or community alone, this should be a societal 
responsibility (Gray, 2011; O’Neil, 2005; Eketone, 2006). Social workers are then burdened with the 
responsibility of helping individuals and family to build capacity and overcome barriers to healthy 
functioning, that even at the organisational level, can be unrealistic at best (Gray, 2011).   
In regard to the Strengths principle acknowledging the community as a resource (Saleebey, 1996; 
Saint-Jaques et al, 2009),  the social worker is again tasked with outreach into the community to find 
and utilise community resources.  This can put significant strain on already stretched communities 
who currently face hardship through lack of funding and inadequate resourcing, particularly around 
health, education and welfare (Gray, 2011). This holds significant relevance in child welfare social 
work as O’Neil (2005) states “Child protection interventions always need to be considered in the 
context of community” (2005, p. 29). O’Neil (2005) continues that abuse and neglect are not 
alleviated one case at a time, they need responsive, informed and inclusive communities.  
The literature has explored the international application of the Strengths perspective, within a 
variety of Government leaderships and societal cultures (Toros & LaSala, 2018; Devaney et al, 2017; 
Abdullah, 2015). This has highlighted a universal critique of the optimistic expectations within the 
Strengths perspective.  
Gender bias 
 
Additional to this implicit underpinning of the Strengths perspective in Social work, it is suggested 
there is a gender bias in those responsible for providing the obligations and duties mentioned earlier 
(Gray, 2011). Social work is a field largely dominated by females; females, who throughout history 
have been seen as ‘caregivers’ taking on the caregiving role within families and society (Gray, 2011; 
Cousins, 2015). There is suggestion that females are potentially given this role within the Strengths 
perspective and the responsibility of “caring” for those in need responding to this ‘duty’ (Gray, 2011; 
Cousins, 2015). Females who are then carrying this burden to be change agents, are attempting to 
build parent capacities, without the resources or social compatibility for effective change to occur. 
Cousins (2015) identifies an interesting point when considering the potential gender bias in child 
welfare social work, derived from females’ traditional, caregiving nature. This perspective can be 
viewed as being too caring, over emphasizing the need to nurture the relationship with families and 
focus on their strengths. If we over emphasise strengths and capacity, the risk and harm to children 
in these families can be minimised and the effects of abuse occurring can be denied (Cousins, 2015).  
Paternalism in society has traditionally separated male and female roles within the home and 
community, with females obligated to provide caregiving tasks. Governments can still be viewed as 
paternalistic in their policies (Gray, 2011; Bransford, 2011). How much this may have influenced the 
shift in welfare responsibilities from the Government, to the female dominated field of social work 






Optimism in social work is not always viewed as a positive in child welfare work in terms of 
assessment. Social workers’ attitudes or relationship with families can be a risk in creating an “overly 
optimistic outlook – looking for strength and hope when they do not reduce the risk to the child” 
(Cousins, 2015, p. 29). Cousins (2015) discusses how over identification with the parents whilst 
building rapport, can lead to the child’s voice being lost and the parents not being held to account 
for their actions. Cousins (2015) also highlights the need for balance between maintaining a positive 
outlook, alongside action to maximise safety of children. Further, the strengths that are emphasised 
must be linked to the ability of the parents to provide for the safety and wellbeing of the children 
involved. O’Neil (2005) however, suggests that contrary to Cousins (2015) view of the Strengths 
perspective neglecting past grief, a Strengths approach allows this to be identified and explored 
when the child or adult invites the social worker.  O’Neil (2005) continues that the Strengths 
approach permits the social worker to listen for the alternate story in the pain, the heroism story. 
“Once pain has been acknowledged, the future can be imagined” (O’Neil, 2005, p. 31).   
Child Protection Context 
 
Social work applies to many areas of life; elderly, disability, mental health for example. The literature 
was consistent in identifying a key difference with child welfare social work. This area, unlike some 
of the other areas of Social work, is focused on ensuring the safety of children and families (Young et 
al, 2014).  This can create difficulty for NGO social workers maintaining a Strengths perspective 
within an often deficit-based and risk focussed model.  
Risk 
Risk assessment in child welfare is traditionally focused on the possible harm children can suffer 
from their environment and relationships (Farmer, 1998). Being risk averse can be viewed as being 
the most protective of children, enabling priority of resources and intervention to ensure a child is 
not left vulnerable to harm, avoiding worst case scenarios (Keddell, 2015). As risk assessments in 
child welfare are time pressured, often with limited capacity for engagement with families, being 
deficit based may be perceived as a ‘quicker’ safer way to plan for children’s safety.  
Keddell (2015) and Houston (2014) identify multiple child welfare orientations and meta-theoretical 
paradigms underpinning risk, resulting in a variance in the construction of risk and purpose of the 
state and family roles with children’s safety. As with Tong’s (2011) critique regarding the 
construction of Strengths, risk assessment can also be influenced by perceptions; perceptions of 
parents, social workers, children and others in the community. Parents of vulnerable or abused 
children, can sometimes place a focus on behavioural issues of their children, shifting the focus from 
risk of abuse to managing the behaviour (Farmer, 1998). Farmer (1998) discussed this as a weakness 
in child protection processes as forums such as conferences and review meetings enabled a vehicle 
for the parents’ voice.   
The construction of risk is a crucial element within child welfare social work, as assessing risk and 
safety of children is the foundation of case work for statutory social workers and often an integral 
part of case work for NGO social workers. Farmer (1998) discusses how important the views are of 
investigating social workers in determining the safety of children. The professional judgement of risk 
is influenced by a number of factors such as interpretation of information, heuristics, practice tools, 
experience and engagement with the family.  
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Numerous literature has suggested that the knowledge base and experience of social workers 
influences the practice of social workers, particularly in child welfare contexts as the pressure of 
time, policy and the weight of decision making can be intense (Keddell, 2017; Oliver and Charles, 
2015; O’Neil, 2005).  These authors suggested that child welfare policy, with at times conflicting 
theoretical underpinnings, can result in less experienced social workers being risk averse in their 
decision making which is not congruent with decisions making from a Strengths perspective. The 
outcomes can be drastically different in terms of whether family preservation or the removal of 
children is prioritised. The literature largely focused on statutory social workers in this respect, 
however NGO social workers are frequently having to make decisions around child welfare issues in 
their case work and more and more this involves tasks previously performed solely by statutory 
social workers. Kemp et al (2013) acknowledges there has been significant discussion in the 
literature regarding the difficulty time pressure and forensic investigations that occur within child 
welfare Social work, have on creating and sustaining a Strengths perspective when engaging with 
whānau.   
Policy 
 
Child welfare policy can further complicate a social worker’s ability to consistently and effectively 
utilise the Strengths approach (Saleebey, 1996). The social worker is tasked with simultaneously 
balancing and appropriately  responding to risk, whilst focusing on attaining safety of the child 
through the strengths and protective factors around the child. This can be difficult to balance 
considering legal timeframes for responding to reports of concern for children, as there can be 
limited time to fully understand and maximise potential strengths and protective factors.   
Young et al (2014) have identified the difficulty in applying the Strengths perspective consistently in 
this area of social work, because of the role functions within child welfare cases.  Ife’s (2001) first 
generation of rights regard the protection of children. Protection often includes immediate and 
traumatic interventions, such as intensive involvement in services or the removal of children. For 
NGO social workers making a report of concern to Oranga Tamariki is initiating the process of 
protective actions. These actions are often not congruent with the principles of the Strengths 
perspective (Katsikitis et al, 2012). Hannan (2016) considers the impact of NGO social workers 
making a notification, now named ‘report of concern’, on their relationship with families. Hannan 
(2016) concludes that the relationship with families is one of the key factors in overcoming the 
confronting and threatening process of making a report of concern, which dictates a focus on deficits 
by nature.  
The changes to legislation referred to earlier, has focused on creating a more child centred approach 
to child welfare. However, Atwool (2019) discusses the reality that the current dominant discourses 
of child centred statutory practice, fall short of adhering to three critical child centred components; 
understanding power dynamics, the child’s rights perspective and cultural competency. These 
components resonate with the core elements of the Strengths perspective mentioned previously 
and the recognition in this study, that the current shape of child welfare practice and policy does not 
reflect these components adequately, further complicating a Strengths based NGO role.   
My research aims to identify and explore the experience of NGO social workers, applying a Strengths 
perspective whilst working within child welfare policy. The literature I have explored concerns social 
work policy and practice, in relation to the Strengths perspective. I have largely focused on literature 
regarding the child welfare area; however, some relevant literature sits within the broader context 
of social work policy and practice.  
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Strengths Perspective and Te Ao Māori  
 
The Strengths perspective has a significant relationship with the cultural climate of the society it is 
being applied in (Abdulla, 2015; Devaney et al, 2017). Within Aotearoa New Zealand , kaupapa Māori 
theories are crucial within the social work field, particularly child welfare social work. Māori children 
make up 59 percent of the children taken into care under the Oranga Tamariki Act 1989 in 2017 
(Groom, 2018). It is vital that Māori are approached in a way responsive to their cultural needs as 
whānau and iwi.   
Māoritanga  
 
Māoritanga refers to the agreed view Māori hold about their reality within Te Ao Māori and its 
meaning (Marsden, 2003). I have chosen to use this term describing Māori culture, rather than the 
broader term for the Māori world view Te Ao Māori (Hollish-English, 2012). This acknowledges the 
well-established relationship between Māori theories and knowledges and the field of social work.                                   
Within Māoritanga, the spiritual and physical realms are linked irrevocably (Shirres, 1997; Marsden, 
1992). Each person is born with inherent tapu, the “potentiality for power” (Shirres, 1997, p. 3). 
When a person is born, they receive their tapu, their ‘being’ from the spiritual powers, the mana of 
the Gods. Mana is a concept Shirres (1997) describes as the power of being, that can be realised and 
grow over time. Shirres (1997) distinguishes that we are born with the full capacity of tapu, however 
the mana of a person can diminish or increase depending on the actions and experiences of that 
person.  
Tikanga and kawa are guidelines within Māoritanga that allow people to respect the mana of the 
Gods possessed in people and objects that are tapu (Shirres, 1997). Examples of tikanga include 
karakia at the beginning and end of meetings and certain rituals around special occassions or events. 
Shirres (1997) identifies that by not following appropriate tikanga the mana of the person or that of 
the person or iwi involved, may be reduced.  In this sense, tapu and mana can be likened to the 
inherent strengths and capacity building, referred to as a fundamental concept, within the Strengths 
perspective (Saleebey, 1996). The literature identifies that Māoritanga is grounded in key concepts 
such as tino rangatiratanga, kinship systems, wairuatanga, mauri ora, whakapapa and the sense of 
identity given to whānau members in the stories passed through the generations (Ruwhiu, 2018; 
Eruera and Ruwhiu, 2014; Stanley, 2000) 
More specifically relating to whānau functioning, the literature emphasises the importance of 
wairua, the spiritual values, in prioritising the care and wellbeing of tamariki (Eruera and Ruwhiu, 
2014). Eruera and Ruwhiu (2014) discuss the principle Tiaki Mokopuna, which identifies the whānau 
as responsible and obligated to care for their tamariki. This is directly connected to the belief within 
Māoritanga that children are gifts from the Gods. Within the child welfare context, this is a 
significant resource to be accessed by whānau.   
Kaupapa Māori models of practice 
 
Stanley (2000) highlights a critical issue for Māori whānau in child welfare cases. In this study, some 
tauiwi social workers held insufficient knowledge of Māoritanga, resulting in less than effective 
interventions. The social worker may have difficulty accessing the strengths of whānau, from a 
Māoritanga perspective, if they lack knowledge in what these resources are for Māori. Resources 
such as wairuatanga and the significant connection to the whenua, maybe less known to a tauiwi 
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social worker or a Maori social worker with a Western knowledge base, limiting the exploration and 
accessing of strengths.  
Stanley (2000) identifies the Poutama model, which uses a tikanga framework to support social 
workers by following steps responsive to the cultural and spiritual needs of whānau, including when 
to seek specialist cultural advice throughout the engagement process. This allows social workers to 
more adequately assess what is culturally important to the whānau, thus more adequately 
identifying strengths and resources.  
Other Kaupapa Māori models such as Te Whare Tapa Wha (Durie, 1994) have been designed to 
support the various elements of Māori wellbeing. Te Whare Tapa Wha aims to identify and 
strengthen the areas of whānau wellbeing in the tinana (body), Wairua (spirituality), whānau (family) 
and hinengaro (mind) (Durie, 1994). Again, this model centres on the exploration of wellbeing, with 
drive to build capacity in the areas that are out of balance in the ‘whare’. The four areas of wellbeing 
are identified as sides of a whare, keeping the house standing, as If one or more side are unwell, the 
whare will fall (Durie, 1994).  
Ruwhiu (2018) identifies a mana enhancing theory, Te Mahi Whakamana. This theory identifies six 
key areas of wellbeing for Māori to explore and assess, to guide engagement with whānau. This 
theory suggests that through strengthening or healing these six key areas of wellbeing derived from 
the foundations of Te Ao Māori, whānau will achieve greater wellness (Ruwhiu, 2018). Further to the 
Māori social work theories that have been discussed, the literature identifies the importance of 
whānaungatanga and the priority of relationships when engaging with Māori (Hollis-English, 2012; 
Pipi, Cram, Hawke, Huriwai, Mataki, Milne, Morgan, Tuhaka and Tuuta, 2004; Durie, 1994; Stanley, 
2000). 
Māoritanga and Strengths 
 
Literature regarding Māori in social work, discuss the ways of building whānaungatanga, through 
concepts such as Kanohi I Kitea (Hollis-English, 2012). The importance of respecting the mana of 
each individual and whānau group is emphasised generally as fundamental to understanding Te Ao 
Māori and how to interact meaningfully with Māori (Ruwhiu, 2018; Mead, 2016; Shirres, 1997). The 
Strengths perspective similarly encourages a shift to more responsive engagement from social 
workers, when moving from more deficit-based approaches to that of strengths (Saint-Jaques et al, 
2009). Saleebey (1996) identifies the power a caring relationship between social worker and client 
can have on effecting change. This is discussed as a result of trust developing within the relationship, 
creating more openness and motivation to engage (Saleebey, 19966). Kanohi I Kitea is described as 
having a similar effect, allowing an openness and trust to develop between the people engaged in 
the interaction (Hollis-English, 2012). Similarly, the Māori practice models and theories discussed are 
focused on healing and building on the strengths of whānau, once a trusting relationship is 
established (Durie, 1997; Ruwhiu, 2018).  
The literature regarding the Strengths perspective, often refers more to the individual’s inherent 
capacity, accessing resources through their wider, ecological networks (Saint-Jaques  et al, 2009). 
Perhaps a stronger emphasis is indicated within the literature around Māoritanga, of the strengths 
of a person being supported by and part of a wider whānau, hapu and iwi system, rather than 
residing predominantly in the individual. Eketone (2006) discusses a strengths-based community 
development initiative, “recognizing the right that indigenous peoples have, to define those things 
that are important to themselves, using their own processes to advance and develop on their own 
terms” (2006, p. 468).  
13 
 
 Although the literature was limited in identifying explicit similarities in the principles of the 
Strengths perspective and Māoritanga; Kaupapa Māori based social work practice appears to have 
always been underpinned by concepts concerning identifying and maximising the inherent strengths 
of whānau (Shirres, 1997). The tapu and mana of each client is valued and respected and an 
emphasis on whānaungatanga allows trust to develop in the working relationship. Kaupapa Māori 
practice focusing on developing the physical, spiritual, emotional, social and intellectual wellbeing , 
purposes an approach to whānau that demonstrates a belief in their ability to self-actualise, as is 
central to the Strengths perspective (Saleebey, 1996).  
Other cultures and Strengths 
 
Abdullah (2015) in an article regarding social workers applying the Strengths perspective with 
Muslim clients, acknowledged the Islamic notion of ‘original purity’ called Fitra. This refers to an 
innate, positive, inner impulse guiding people “towards wholesome actions that support spiritual 
growth and personal wellbeing” (Abdullah, 2015, p. 166). This belief is discussed as one of hope for 
all Muslims. If a person was to stray from the path of God, behaving in unhealthy or unsafe ways, 
their Fitra would be reduced. However, a person always has the opportunity to return to the path 
God, to build on and actualise their Fitra.  
This belief in capacity building potential in all humans, is a fundamental concept of the Strengths 
perspective. For this reason, Abdullah (2015) discusses the cohesion within Muslim communities in 
applying the Strengths perspective to case work with families.  The Strengths perspective includes 
the environmental and personal resources, which can be accessed through spiritual, cultural, family 
and religious values. The concept of Fitra, or ‘original purity’, holds similarities to the fundamenta l 
principles of the Strengths perspective, as well as Te Ao Māori, in how people are viewed. 
In Pasefika culture, Ponton (2018) identifies the Fonofale holistic approach to wellbeing and how 
relationships with not only people, but environment and spirituality assist in upholding the 
important values of family and mental wellbeing. Family and community as an accessible resource to 
promote wellbeing is also a fundamental principle of the Strengths perspective.   
There is much further research required in my opinion, exploring the congruence between and 
effectiveness of, the Strengths perspective and Māori concepts, within child welfare social work. 
Also, as Māori theories and models of change are identified as being effective for Māori whānau 
(Eketone, 2006; Eruera and Ruwhiu, 2014), further exploration of the concept of strengths building 
within Māoritanga and what can be learned from this compared to western based frameworks, 
would be beneficial. The effectiveness of building strengths from a Māori perspective may be limited 
to use within whānau who share the same narrative and belief. Or, the well-established 
fundamentals of engagement and wellbeing within Māoritanga, may allow for a more effective 
application of the Strengths perspective in general.   
My research hopes to shed some light on how strengths and strengths building are conceptualised 
by Māori and non- Māori practitioners and clients and the implications of this for practice within 
child welfare social work.  
Strengths perspective and social work practice 
 




Within child welfare social work, Cousins (2015) identifies the Strengths based concept of building 
on exceptions to the problem, as a means to find solutions. For example, in a family who has issues 
maintaining adequate care of their children, coming from a Strengths approach the social worker 
could look to find exceptions of any times the child’s care needs are met within the family. These 
exceptions then create the foundation of the social worker and family’s intervention to find the 
solution to meeting the children’s care needs consistently. Kemp et al (2013) highlighted in their 
study, that parents’ buy-in to child welfare service interventions significantly increased when a 
Strengths Based approach taken with them by the social worker. This supported the need for 
capacity focused interventions within child welfare social work, as open and genuine engagement 
with whānau is crucial, in adequately identifying and attempting to address risk in child safety and to 
affect change (Kemp et al, 2013). Chablani and Spinney (2011) review an effective programme for 
engaging at risk young mothers and identify ‘relentless outreach’ as a means to increase buy in and 
productivity from mothers who are at a stage of development and in an environment of stress, not 
conducive to creating or maintaining routine, reciprocal engagement.  This Strengths based 
approach to respecting the mother’s position and valuing the relationship, persevering with 
engagement opportunities, particularly if this was done collaboratively, was shown to effectively 
engage mothers who would otherwise disengage with services, leaving them and their children at 
greater risk. Young et al, (2014) apply the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the child 
(UNCRC) articles and Ife’s (2001) three generations of practice concerning the rights of children, as 
part of a best practice framework to address child welfare issues for children.  This article identifies 
the relevance of the Strengths perspective, within this framework, in supporting the participatory 
rights of children through child welfare cases.  
Critique of Strengths in social work 
 
Conversely, Gray (2011) acknowledges a lack of empirical evidence to support the success of the 
Strengths perspective applied to social work. Gray (2011) highlights the neoliberal influence of 
modern society and the ‘ruse’ of self-help and self-responsibility capitalising on distancing 
responsibility and resourcing from the state, to the individuals and thus social workers. Gray (2011) 
also speaks of the benefit of the humanizing potential of a Strengths approach but measured with 
the need for the “transformatory agenda it promises” (2011, p. 10), there needs to be more than 
just a focus on individual and community capacity. Young et al (2014) present a more theoretical 
approach to their research, utilising the authors own experiences and models within current 
literature. Their framework has been proposed in their article; although, it remains untested in the 
literature.   
Cousins (2015) highlights a significant tension between the Strengths perspective and child welfare 
social work. The literature on the Strengths perspective largely centred on the children benefiting 
from engagement with the adults and the adults needs. Child welfare policy, however, is centred on 
the child as the client, which essentially has separate clients, or client groups as the focus or purpose 
for engagement and intervention. The child’s rights as mentioned above, are of the utmost 
importance, however literature of the Strengths perspective rarely mentioned them (Cousins, 2015).  
For social workers engaging with parents theoretically from a Strengths perspective, the child’s 
world view from the child’s perspective is not explicitly expected to be garnered by the social 
worker. Cousins (2015) identifies the risk of collusion between the social worker and the parents’ 
world view. The potential conflict this creates is highlighted, if a statutory social worker attains a 
world view from the child which is not in line with the parents’ , in terms of safety and wellbeing.  
Cousins (2015) goes on to identify the potential within the Strengths perspective for a child to be 
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further traumatised by having a “helper” or someone external to the family, failing to acknowledge 
or address abuse or neglect occurring in the home. The child’s experience is subsequently silenced, 
irrespective of the child’s need for acknowledgement or discussion to heal past abuse. Cousins 
(2015) also identified difficulty within a Strengths approach to engage in effective change work, 
without an expectation of responsibility taken by parents for unsafe parenting. The western based 
thought is discussed that one cannot make change without first going back and accepting and 
understanding what they have done in the past that has not worked.  Evidenced based Social work 
supports this thought, highlighting a need for the critical reflection and capacity that develops from 
this insight (Connolly, 2006). However, Cousins (2015) acknowledges that there is some contrary 
thought in the literature that applying a Strengths perspective is about owning responsibility for 
solutions, rather than owning responsibility for past decisions and actions. Munro’s (1999) study of 
errors in reasoning in child protection cases, identified that a number of cases in which children 
were subsequently  harmed after their risk and safety had been assessed. Upon reviewing these 
cases, it was found there had not been attention paid to past trauma or abuse experienced within 
the family situation. Had this been considered and assessed with the family’s current context, there 
may have been a more positive outcome for the child. This highlights the necessity of confronting all 
risks past and present, to better predict the safety of a child.  
Cousin’s (2015) acknowledged a usefulness in the Strengths perspective in child welfare, particularly 
in the tools it can generate. Also, highlighting the benefit in these cases of encouraging what is 
working in families and attempting to find a balance between managing safety, accountability, 
optimism and risk.  Cousin’s (2015) discusses the significance of timing with a Strengths approach to 
this case work. She highlights importance in naming problems to some extent to offer insight into 
parental capacity and to give the children a voice, without dismissing or minimising their abuse. 
O’Neil (2005) also highlights the need for a variety of approaches to meet the client’s need at the 
time. O’Neil (2005) further suggests the Strengths approach can be effective in clarifying concerns, 
whilst placing the most attention on what is working in the family. Considering the risk in families 
and working on how to reduce them follows on from this (O’Neil, 2005). Connolly (2006) supports a 
child-centred approach, empowering children to be active participants in the assessments and 
planning. Turnell and Edwards (1997) designed the Signs of Safety approach to child welfare cases, 
developed as a cooperative approach between social workers and families. Turnell and Edwards 
(1997) acknowledge the difficult dynamics for social workers needing to engage with and respond to 
child welfare concerns within families and the need to work in partnership, assessing risk but not 
becoming preoccupied by them.   
Oliver and Charles (2015) identify a further complicating factor in applying a Strengths Perspective to 
child welfare social work. Through a survey of statutory practitioners’ understanding and use of a 
Strengths Based approach to child welfare cases, they uncovered practitioners varied in their own 
understandings of what this perspective is and how to apply it. Although, Oliver and Charles’s (2015) 
research consisted a small sample group which limited generalisability, the findings, even from a 
small group of practitioners is still very valuable. It has provided a further direction of research, 
social worker’s perception of the Strengths perspective in child welfare social work. Keddell (2017) 
and Smith (2008) also highlighted the influence of knowledge base and attitude on the perceptions 
of risk and role purpose in child welfare social work. This is a very valid factor to be considered 
within my research project. It will be important to establish the knowledge base regarding the 
principles of the Strengths perspective from participating social workers.  
It would be interesting for further research to compare the experiences of NGO and statutory social 
workers applying the Strengths perspective in child welfare cases, to explore whether the 
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underpinning policy or level of decision making authority, has an influence on its application. Keddell 
and Hyslop (2018) surveyed both statutory and NGO social workers’ perceptions of risk, safety and 
harm over time, along with key decisions such as when to uplift. Their study identified a contrast in 
these areas, between the two groups. The differing perception of safety and risk, with statutory 
social workers perceiving higher safety and lower risk, could suggest an easier application of the 
Strengths approach within this context. NGO social workers may have more difficulty applying a 
strengths approach, when perceiving higher risk and lower safety for a child.  
A way forward 
 
Saleebey’s (1996) suggestion that the Strengths perspective is conceptually evolving, may provide a 
way forward for social work practice in the child welfare area. This may also explain the varied 
understandings of the Strengths perspective. Lietz (2011) and O’Neil (2005) purport a concern that 
with the popularity of using a Strengths perspective in Social work, ‘applying Strengths’ has become  
somewhat of a catch phrase, devoid of the key foundations of this approach. Lietz’ (2011) study of  
families’ descriptions of child welfare services, specifically around the Family Centred Practice 
model, highlighted inconsistencies in the families’ perceptions of this Strengths approach being 
applied. Lietz (2011) suggested that this supports the idea that further work may be needed to 
ensure “theoretical adherence” (2011, p. 892) from practitioners with a Strengths approach.  
The literature also suggests a need for a multi variate theoretical approach to child welfare social 
work, in response to the challenging demand of meeting the often opposing needs of families, policy 
and child safety (Conolly, 2006; O’Neil, 2005).With the complexities of child welfare Social work, a 
multivariate theoretical approach, including the Strengths perspective alongside culturally 
responsive, family-led, child-centred and evidence based approaches, may produce better outcomes 
for child and family wellbeing (Connolly, 2006). “Strengths-based child protection interventions are 
premised on the assumption that change is needed and that sustainable change is more likely to 
occur when it builds on what people can already do and what makes sense in their context (O’Neil, 
2005, p. 29). O’Neil (2005) suggests models such as solution focused and narrative theory are helpful 
with families in the child welfare context, as they build motivation and assist in finding solutions. 
Devaney et al (2017) in an Irish study also highlighted collaboration of a Strengths approach with the 
ecological model. The ecological model is discussed as a means to broadened child and family 
connections and organisational, identified through the Strengths approach. Broadening the 
Strengths perspective in this sense, may counter some of the neoliberal influence attempting to 
restrict responsibility of funding and resource to the individual and family. Numerous authors have 
also discussed the need for acknowledgement and inclusion, of structural and political influences in 
the resourcing of and issues within families (Connolly, 2006; Roose et al, 2012). The demands of a 
family must be considered in the wider social and political context, particularly in child welfare, 
where the perception of the capacity of parents leads to significant decisions being made in the care 
of their children.  
 Perhaps nationally and internationally, we are still too early in the development of a modern version 
of the Strengths perspective, which considers the socio-political climate, policies and practice 
perceptions of social workers and families (Toros & LaSala, 2018; Gray, 2011). However, there may 
be great benefit to identifying and exploring the conceptualisations of the Strengths perspective in 
child welfare social work, to gain a sense of how Strengths is evolving and has over time.  






The ability of child welfare policy to be designed in a way which maintains a Strengths Perspective, 
when responsible for the safety of children, has been widely researched (Young et al, 2014; Hill, 
2008). The literature discusses an international prevalence of the Strengths perspective being 
utilised within practice models or underpinning child welfare social work (Kemp et al, 2013; Toros & 
LaSala, 2018; Devaney et al, 2017; Abdullah, 2011).  
The literature has been very clear in identifying tensions between the two concepts, as the 
protection of children traditionally was considered intrusive of families and expensive for the state 
to fund (Roose et al, 2012). A significant study in the literature by Hill (2008) identified the policy 
climate and a traditional, problem centred approach contributing to the difficulty applying the 
Strength perspective to policy. Hill (2008) researched literature regarding developing social policy 
from a Strengths perspective and applied this to a piece of legislation designed to be responsive to 
an at-risk target group, youth in care in the USA. Hill (2008) recognised the Strengths perspective can 
be considered “value-committed” (Hill, 2008, p. 111), citing Chambers and Wedel’s (2005) approach 
to policy analysis. Hill (2008) also identifies a criterion for distinguishing if a policy simply promotes 
strengths or is truly Strengths based. She discusses common policy development identifies a 
problem to address, however the problem is then emphasised, which is not in line with a Strengths 
approach. Hill (2008) identifies elements of a Strengths based policy framework. Predominantly this 
includes shifting the policy focus to reflect strengths and resources and including the target group 
within policy formation. The target group’s voice would be present throughout the policy and plans 
centre on goals, rather than individual and community deficits.   
The barriers to Strengths based policy development Hill (2008) stipulates, include the time taken to 
include key stakeholders as they may not be easily accessible. Also, being afraid of engaging in a 
different process of policy development, including negotiating time and resource from the multiple 
agencies required to have an informed policy. A Strength based approach considers long term 
change, rather than immediate change, which is not always popular with governing bodies (Hill, 
2008). Lastly, because of these complicating factors, policy makers may be sceptical of the value and 
productivity of a Strengths based approach to policy.    
This article gives insight into the pressures on social policy development, which can differ from the 
pressures faced by frontline social workers in the field (Saleebey, 1996; Young et al, 2014; Kemp et al 
2013). Although this does not speak specifically to the child welfare policy in Aotearoa New Zealand , 
it provides a wider context to how social policy is developed. Hill (2008) identifies finance and 
political interests as priorities in social policy development, rather than “sustaining human dignity 
and opportunity for all citizens in the face of adversity” (Hill, 2008, p. 120). With social work 
positioned with the latter, tension between policy and practice is a likely occurrence.  
Another significant study, supporting this prominent view in literature by Zullo (2006), explored the 
case allocation of contracted child protection services. This article supports the concern that policy 
development and implementation is outcome focussed, driven by financial and political influences. 
The implications for NGOs, who are often designed as a response to community need, is competition 
with similar agencies for the funding allocation (Yoshida, Parnes, Brookes & Cameron, 2008). The 
Results Based Accountability framework employed by Ministry of Social Development is an example 
of this (Ministry of Social Development, 2013). The risk of compromising agency values in the 
delivery of services, to secure funding and remain sustainable is highlighted (Yoshida et al, 2008). 
Front line social workers are then in a position in which they must engage with families with 
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competing priorities. The ability to remain Strengths based as a social worker amongst these 
dynamics, can be challenging.  
 A positive that Zullo (2006) identified was the ability of management engaged in this process to 
negotiate contractual terms. This may enable flexibility for frontline workers to incorporate a 
Strengths perspective within the contractual terms. Further, O’Neil (2005) highlights the importance 
of management and supervision mirroring the practice of front line social workers, nourishing a 
paradigm of hope, rather than fear. This supports Hill’s (2008) analysis of the difficulty in applying 
the Strengths perspective in Policy formation and the implications for organisations who must then 
service these policies from the associated funding. Although Zullo’s (2006) analysis found the 
contracting of services to be collaborative rather than coercive or competitive, it leads me to 
question what motivations and compromises agencies vying for the contracts made, in order to 
receive them. How much influence the funding of services has on the direction of service delivery 
and how front-line social workers perceive this, is an important question in relation to a Strengths 
based approach to their work. As Hill (2008) and others (Kemp et al, 2013) identified, Strengths 
based practice may not become feasible, due to the time and resources involved.  
Numerous studies in the literature identify and discuss the need for balance within child welfare 
social work (Kemp et al, 2013; Cousins, 2015; Roose et al, 2012), balance of “reducing risks to child 
safety and strengthening family capacities” (Kemp, et al 2013, p. 27). Although acknowledging that 
this is difficult, these authors suggest it is a possible aim, organisationally and in practice. Naturally, 
the political climate influences the formation of practice policy (Keddell, 2017; Toros & LaSala, 2018; 
Roose et al, 2012). Social workers’ attitudes in child welfare Social work can be influenced by the 
political discourse, as well as their values, knowledge regarding popular theories  and their role 
purpose, experience and organisational culture (Smith, 2008; Kemp et al, 2013; Keddell, 2017).  
Influence of social worker bias 
 
As mentioned earlier, numerous local and international research projects have identified that a 
social worker’s attitude, knowledge base and experience may influence their ability to apply the 
Strengths perspective effectively (Kemp et al, 2013; Keddell, 2017; Toros & LaSala, 2018). Some of 
these studies focused around social workers making decisions in child welfare and explored how 
they viewed risk within families and what type of interventions were implemented as a result 
(Keddell, 2017; Oliver & Charles, 2015; Kemp et al,2013; Saint-Jaques et al, 2009). Toros & LaSala 
(2018) identified that in their study of Estonian child protection workers, their responses to child 
welfare cases were often deficit-based. Contradictions in the practitioner’s thinking were highlighted 
as they could identify the usefulness of finding strengths and resources within clients and building on 
these. However, those participating in the study did not have a strong belief that clients possessed 
adequate capabilities, or expertise in their own lives (Toros & LaSala, 2018). Toros & LaSala (2018) 
also identified the variance in perception of professional role amongst the Estonian sample group. 
Some practitioners did not view their role to consider child safety, or inclusion of the child as 
necessary. This knowledge and experience of role purpose, having a direct impact on assessment of 
families and intervention decisions (Toros & LaSala, 2018).  
Keddell (2017) identified that social worker biases around race and socio-economic factors had an 
influence in perceptions of risk in child welfare cases and the type of intervention chosen. Keddell 
(2017) also identified the social worker’s perception of ‘strengths’ as a contributing factor in how 
child welfare cases are assessed and responded to.  The Strengths perspective is a common 
discourse within social work and some level of familiarity would come with this. A social worker’s 
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perception of Strengths, however, is not necessarily as explicit. To effectively apply the Strengths 
perspective the social worker needs to have an understanding of what constitutes a strength, how to 
identify these and what it means to build on them (Saleebey, 1996). This is particularly relevant to 
the language and knowledge used when discussing ‘risk’ in cases (Keddell, 2017). ‘Risk friendly’ or 
‘risk averse’ language can help develop the perceptions of risk and role purpose, influenced by the 
social worker’s knowledge and political orientation (Keddell, 2017).  
These studies suggest a further barrier to the Strengths perspective being applied, in the social 
worker’s own attitude towards child welfare, risk and perceptions of strengths (Keddell, 2017; Smith, 
2008; Kemp et al, 2013). How much a social worker’s attitude and perception influences 
engagement and case interventions, still appears to be entwined with the agency policies, tools and 
culture supporting their social work practice and holding them accountable (Kemp et al, 2013). 
Younger or more inexperienced social workers were seen to place more risk in a family situation, 
than more experienced social workers viewing the same case (Keddell, 2017; Kemp et al, 2013). The 
political view of child welfare also appeared to directly impact the way social workers viewed family 
situations and what interventions were required, for example whether a family was given 
opportunity with support to improve child safety and wellbeing, or the child was removed into state 
or family care (Keddell, 2017; Toros & LaSala, 2018). Toros & LaSala (2018) discuss the influence of 
the Soviet occupation, during which little attention was paid to family preservation. Social control 
and the collective wellbeing of society was a priority during these times, eliciting a purpose in 
practitioners, to remove self-determining agency from families, particularly children and maximise 
Government intervention (Toros & LaSala, 2018). The lack of skill and experience of social workers 
engaging with children, is also noted as a possible influence in the ‘practitioner as expert’ approach 
to child welfare, as well as lack of training in assessment and practice reflection (Toros & LaSala, 
2018). Without this knowledge and skill, being able to effectively assess and manage risk in child 
safety issues, alongside applying a Strengths based approach to families, becomes difficult.  
Smith (2008) in a study of compliance with child welfare service plans and the perceptions of parents 
and caseworkers, identified that a social worker’s attitude regarding their role with families, also 
influenced their perceived need to engage with a capacity building approach.  Some caseworkers in 
this study held the perception that they were not there to enhance motivation of parents, as parents 
should want to do everything they can to retain or regain the care of their children (Smith, 2008). 
Roose et al (2012) points out that parents’ resistance to engaging with social worker’s may be 
completely unrelated to the desire and motivation to maintain or regain the care of their children. It 
is suggested that parents may find resistance the only form of power, or control that they possess in 
a situation seemingly controlled by the social worker.  
Keddell (2017) also highlighted varied perceptions among statutory and NGO practitioners in child 
welfare. Keddell’s (2017) study identified the difference in intervention approaches from 
practitioners who were ‘risk-friendly’ or ‘risk-averse’. ‘Risk-friendly’ attitudes in this study more 
often led to a family preservation approach, supporting the children within the whānau. Whereas, 
‘risk averse’ attitudes influenced by a developmental lifespan approach and risk factor science, 
reflect an emphasis on early trauma of children and the future impact this can have on positive 
outcomes, in terms of likelihood of harm caused.  More invasive responses to child welfare cases 
occurred from the latter attitude as being ‘risk-friendly’ held more uncertainty in long term safety 
(Keddell, 2017). Further to this, Cousins (2015) suggests the fear of reprisal from a decision in child 
welfare leading to child death or public scrutiny, may also influence social workers to prefer a more 
punitive approach to child welfare.  The Strengths perspective is considered “brave” (Cousins, 2015, 
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p. 29) for this reason, as it proposes keeping children in a situation of risk, with an emphasis on the 
capacity of the family to change.  
Kemp et al (2013) discusses the “fragile motivation” (2013, p. 34) of parents within child welfare 
cases, however, more so when children have been removed from their care. The significance of the 
social worker’s responsibility being to acknowledge this and tend to the parents’ need challenges the 
notion present in Smith’s (2008) study. Kemp et al (2013) posit that it is or should in fact be the 
social worker’s position to understand the complex dynamics mentally and emotionally for a parent 
expected to engage with child welfare social work.  
Smith’s (2008) study identified that child welfare case workers and parents differed in their 
perceptions of what influences existed in the motivation to comply with child welfare plans. 
Although this study centred on statutory child welfare plans, NGO social workers are often tasked 
with supporting or monitoring these plans and in this role, their perceptions of child welfare plan 
compliance will likely influence their engagement with the plan and parents involved. Under section 
19 of the Oranga Tamariki Act 1989, NGO social workers may directly take on the role of agreeing to 
monitor child welfare service plan compliance, directly influencing the outcome of perceived family 
compliance in the plan (Parliamentary Counsel Office, 2019). 
Numerous factors influence social worker bias as discussed by Kemp et al (2013), Smith (2008), 
Keddell (2017), Cousins (2015), Toros & LaSala (2018) and Roose et al (2012). These influences can 
have a significant impact on the social worker perceptions regarding capacity, motivation and 
intervention pathways. As such, this is concluded to be an important area to consider within this 
research.   
Competing priorities: policy and practice 
 
 In terms of competing priorities, this suggests that the principles of the Strengths perspective and 
that of child welfare policy are not only competing at times, but the practitioners confidence and 
knowledge base, influenced by experience level, agency culture and political orientation, can add to 
the tension of successfully integrating the Strengths perspective in practice (Kemp et al, 2013; 
Keddell, 2017). It also raises questions regarding the agency tools and assessments, as the language 
used and focus of these tools could direct social workers in a particular way of thinking, which may 
or may not have a Strengths focus (Kemp et al, 2013). O’Neil (2005) also discusses the risk with the 
time pressure on social workers in child welfare Policy, leading social workers to complete 
assessments where the parents or family strength is identified by the social worker, but not ‘owned’ 
or understood by the family. This can make the strength inaccessible to the family. Kemp et al (2013) 
discusses the significance of social work education, organisational training programmes and policy, 
in supporting social workers to have a better understanding of a “positive challenging” (2013, p. 34) 
view of their work, resulting in a higher chance of applying the Strengths perspective to cases.  
The literature regarding Strengths based child welfare policy development, although relevant in 
general terms, is not largely related to an Aotearoa New Zealand  context. Particularly with the 
recent changes to child welfare policy in Aotearoa New Zealand , it would be beneficial to explore 
the experience of social workers working within this new era of social work and child welfare policy.  
Parents, or the family themselves may lack the capacity to engage in the concept of strengths, or 
prior to this, be able to engage in a trusting enough relationship with the social worker to support 





General mistrust of services and particularly within child welfare services of parents, is discussed by 
Kemp et al (2013) in a study on Strengths based practice and the engagement of parents in child 
welfare services. Poverty, discrimination and social exclusion of parents, as well as poor mental 
health, substance use and interpersonal violence can influence their ability to engage with social 
workers due to “negative expectancies” (Kemp et al, 2013, p. 29). For social workers engaged with 
families experiencing these negative expectations of service involvement, the interventions may 
become frustrating (Kemp et al, 2013). Parents may either disengage from the social worker, or 
engage with disguised compliance, in which they present with problems and wanting solutions, 
however without genuine intention of changing the situation (Kemp et al, 2013). Kemp’s et al (2013) 
study found that the parents’ perception of their social worker’s use of the Strengths perspective, 
directly influenced their buy-in to the child welfare service. Also, parents who had children removed 
from their care, were less likely to engage or view their social worker as using a Strengths Based 
approach with them (Kemp et al, 2013). 
The literature thus suggests that a mixture of organisational, political and individual social worker 
and parent factors, have an influence of the application of Strengths perspective within child welfare 
social work (Keddell, 2017; Toros & LaSala, 2018; Kemp et al, 2013). It also suggests the difficulty 
increases for social workers to engage effectively from a Strength perspective, as viewed by parents 
who have had a child removed.   
Summary and conclusion 
 
The literature presents a clear theme that although an often effective, responsive theory of 
individual and familial change to practice by, the Strengths perspective within child welfare social 
work can be difficult to implement (Hill, 2008; Young et al, 2014). Policy, resources and a neoliberal 
shift of responsibility away from the state, all contribute to tensions in applying this perspective 
within child welfare social work. The social worker’s own knowledge base and experience also 
appear to play a role in the ability for the Strengths perspective to be applied within this challenging 
area of social work. Time, deficit-based policy, family court and whānau pressure may influence the 
social worker’s decisions around intervention.  However, child welfare social work policy in Aotearoa 
New Zealand  is still claimed to be underpinned by the Strengths perspective (Practice Centre, 2017) 
and social workers are still commonly utilising this perspective as a key influence on their practice 
(Saleebey, 1996). How social workers who apply a Strengths perspective to child welfare work 
continue to do so and do so effectively, requires further investigation.  
The Strengths perspective appears to be more cohesive within cultures where spiritual principles of 
inherent strength are believed and followed (Abdullah, 2011; Shirres, 1997). The literature identifies 
similar principles underlying the Strengths perspective and Māoritanga (Shirres, 1997; Stanley, 2000; 
Saleebey, 1996).  This suggests that Māori social workers applying this perspective, may have greater 
experience or depth of understanding in how to utilise these principles with whānau. How 
Māoritanga influences Māori social workers conceptualising of the Strengths perspective, Māori 
whānau experiences of the Strengths perspective in social work and its application, require further 
research.  
The literature largely acknowledges the benefits of a Strengths perspective within child welfare 
social work (Saleebey, 1996; Kemp et al, 2013, Cousins, 2015). This regards the importance of 
developing trusting relationships with whānau, maximising their capacity for change, recognising 
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and building on strengths, creating space for self-determination and the actualising of potential. 
Tensions are also identified, when working within policies regarding a ‘protective’ task such as in 
child welfare. These tensions are often driven by opposing principles, whether financial, political or 
safety (Young et al, 2014; Katsikitis et al, 2012; Hill, 2008; Keddell, 2017; Toros & LaSala, 2018).   The 
knowledge base, experience level and political orientation all influence the individua l social worker’s 
ability to weight risk in child welfare cases, and their choice of engagement and intervention with 
whānau (Keddell, 2017; Hill, 2008; Toros & LaSala, 2018).  
I believe the necessity of exploring the experiences of social workers, having to negotiate Strengths 
based social work principles within the often-opposing child welfare policies and family dynamics, 
will provide valuable insight into the reality of a Strengths perspective in Aotearoa New Zealand ’s 
current, child welfare social work field.   My research aims to explore the perspectives of frontline 
social workers working within Aotearoa New Zealand ’s recently restructured child welfare policy, 
identifying through their experiences how the Strengths perspective is conceptualised.  
The research will expand on the current literature acknowledging the significance of the Strengths 
perspective within social work policy and practice. It will seek to identify and explore the 
conceptualisations of applying the Strengths perspective from the experience of a frontline social 
worker. The research will also seek to identify and explore commonalities between kaupapa Māori 
based social work, developed from the principles of Māoritanga and the Strengths perspective. 
Further, it will explore the implications on case work with whānau of using Kaupapa Māori based 
approaches, comparative to the Strengths perspective.  
The research will focus the experience of social workers, unpacking the influence of knowledge and 
practice experience with understanding and applying the Strengths perspective. It will explore the 
various roles functions and intervention phases as NGO social workers in child welfare work, 
particularly as under the new child welfare legislation they are expected to take on more statutory 
responsibilities in their case work. The methods applied to this are discussed in the next chapter.  
Chapter 3: Methodology 
Introduction 
After exploring the extensive literature, a framework was developed to identify and explore how 
social workers conceptualise the Strengths perspective in child welfare social work. This chapter 
explores the methodology of this qualitative research project, starting with the theoretical base. The 
methods of sampling and data collection are identified and the data analysis is discussed, including 






Qualitative research is noted by Creswell (2007) to be ever changing, moving between social 
constructivism, interpretivist and social justice paradigms. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) provide the 
definition of qualitative research as a “situated activity that locates the observer in the world” (2005, 
p.3). They go on to describe how qualitative inquiry generates a series of representations of the 
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natural world, through the researcher interpreting phenomena in terms of the meaning people hold 
in relation to it (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). 
Qualitative research is also thought to transform the world in the sharing of meaning experienced by 
those engaged in the phenomena studied (Creswell, 2007). Creswell (2007) continues that research 
begins with assumptions about reality, followed by studying the meanings people ascribe to human 
problems. In this research, the assumptions are based on the principle differences that exist 
between the Strengths perspective and statutory policies and practice in child welfare and the 
challenge of remaining Strengths based as an NGO social worker within the perceived conflicting 
principles.  
This research project explored how NGO social workers construct their views and practice of the 
Strengths perspective in child welfare work in Aotearoa New Zealand . This project was also 
interested in the meaning NGO social workers ascribe to these constructions. These perceptions are 
based on the personal and professional views of social worker participants constructed through their 
own knowledge base, value systems and interactions. These perceptions suppose the potential for 
multiple constructions of a social worker’s ability to practice the Strengths perspective within social 
work and child welfare policy and practice. This research was thus bricoleur by design, bricoleur 
referring to the constructions needing to be pieced together like a puzzle, in order to find their 
meaning within the complex field of the Strengths perspective in child welfare social work (Denzin 
and Lincoln, 2008). Denzin and Lincoln (2008) describe qualitative researchers as bricoleur in 
comparison to other approaches to research due to the nature of having to bring together what 
information comes to hand rather than using planned or controlled instruments within a study.  As 
such, a qualitative approach appeared to be the most appropriate way to generate data, which best 
reflects the unknown element of experiential knowledge presented by participants.  
The qualitative paradigm captured the narrative perspectives of social workers and how they 
theorise and construct their role, within the challenging dynamics above (Creswell, 2007). This 
purpose outweighed any desire to use a quantitative approach, as this would restrict the ability to 
reflect the emerging themes and trends that may fall outside of the measures of quantification.  I 
collated and interpreted the narrative views of participants, which allowed themes to be generated 
from their data, rather than testing a specific hypothesis. The richness of the data was drawn from 
the perceptions and constructions given by participants. The constructions of their experiences 
formulated the results and subsequent analysis. As time frames to complete this project were 
limited taking a qualitative approach enabled the research to be more exploratory in finding natural 
themes and trends within the participants experiences. A mixed method approach allowing for 
quantification of the themes identified, could add depth further validity to the themes generated, if 
the research were to be repeated.  
Social constructivism 
 
 Constructivist research sits within a subjective and interpretive framework (Rodwell, 1998) where 
reality is understood from the multiple perspectives of the participants. The experiences and 
perceptions of social workers in this project have been the basis of all knowledge and understanding 
developed through this project. Constructivist research embraces the diversity in responses and 
accepts the variety of constructions on a particular topic (Rodwell, 1998).  
This research assumed social workers have developed their own constructions regarding the 
Strengths perspective and its application within child welfare policy in social work. This research also 
assumed participants will co-construct the meaning of the themes, that have been generated 
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through shared elements of their constructions.  These constructions will have been individually 
negotiated between their environment and those they interact with within this environment 
(Rodwell, 1998). The participants’ stories identified their ‘truths’ (Rodwell, 1998) regarding their 
purpose as social workers engaging in child welfare issues and with the validity of the Strengths 
perspective, as an approach to effectively support families to child safety.  
Following from the social constructivist view I utilised for this research, I explored the constructions 
of social workers with an interpretive epistemological approach (Bryman, 2016). This allowed 
meaning to be gained regarding the construction of Strengths in child welfare, in understanding NGO 
social workers perceptions. This enabled themes to be generated and identified discourses within 
this area.  Exploring the assumptions NGO social workers have made, assisted understanding social 
workers’ conceptualising the nature of their practice with the Strengths perspective, applied within a 
Statutory child welfare system. As understanding these assumptions was the primary focus of this 
research, a social constructivist ontological view was appropriate (Bryman, 2016) to identify and 
draw meaning from these perceptions of NGO social workers. It was important that this research 
allowed the perspectives of social workers to control the direction of what data emerged and 
subsequently what knowledge was to be garnered from this. A social constructivist approach 
acknowledges the unknown of what meaning will be offered by participants and respects the need 
for open questioning and flexibility to consider what theories emerge from the interviews as truths 
(Rodwell, 1998).  
 
How social workers perform their duties within their role, is dependent on the individual worker’s 
knowledge, training and experiences (Farmer, 1998; Keddell, 2017; Oliver & Charles, 2015; O’Neil, 
2005). Policy and processes for social workers working with child welfare issues can be extensive and 
give clear expectations for responding to and working with child welfare concerns. The Strengths 
perspective itself is also continually evolving (Oliver & Charles, 2015), giving more discretion to the 
individual applying it to their practice. Likewise, there may be contributing influences such as 
organisational culture that shape the way social workers apply the Strengths perspective to child 
welfare issues Smith, 2008; Kemp et al, 2013; Keddell, 2017. The participants’ own experiences may 
also identify other cultural influences, such as peer relationships, funding pressures and community 
locality. As Bryman (2016) identifies, these cultural influences are not static and will be relevant to 
the social workers at the time of participation and may evolve over time and experience.  
 
 I believe it is important to give social workers their own voice on this subject and to consider these 
views as rich, important and valuable. Britzman (1989) asserts giving voice highlights the rights of 
people to speak and be represented. Similarly, Mazzei and Jackson (2009) recognise the position of 
the qualitative researcher to privilege or free the authentic voice of participants from what might 
constrain it. In this research the constraints of speaking about organisational culture and policy and 
the statutory child welfare system could have silenced NGO social workers. the anonymity of this 
research enables the participants to free their voice regarding this topic.  Ashby (2011) challenges 
that giving voice can have the opposite effect, further oppressing a marginalised group through the 
assumption that they do not have a voice and are unable to assert this. Kincheloe and McLaren 
(2000) also highlight  the ‘voice’ being influenced by the researcher’s interpretation of the 
information provided, questioning the validity of how the participant’s voice has been represented. 
for this reason, I have ensured direct quotations and their context are included as much as possible 
when presenting the Findings and considering the meaning drawn from the interviews with social 
workers.  Their experiences can assist identifying the various constructions social workers have 
within strengths based social work practice and child welfare policy. Taking a constructivist view in 




As I wanted to adequately represent the perceptions of participants, the constructivist approach 
allowed the participants narratives to be valued and respected individually. The various perspectives 
gleaned from responding to the question areas led to what warrants meaning in each area. Clarifying 
the language participants used to respond was important for this reason. The sequence of questions 
and the demographic information aided in building a cognitive map (Rodwell, 1998) of participants, 
to assist in understanding how the participants perspectives were created.  
 
Insider outsider Bias 
 
As a social worker practicing predominantly within an NGO in the child welfare sphere, I had 
significant experience of working with families, colleagues and the statutory system. Previous history 
working in the statutory system also led to the question of how the Strengths perspective is 
conceptualised within the challenging area of child welfare, by NGO social workers. Taking a 
constructivist approach allows the acceptance of multiple truths and enables an appreciation of the 
diversity of perspectives and values offered on this topic by fellow social workers.  It also allows the 
ability to explore collaboratively the issues around remaining Strengths based in child welfare cases. 
This generated answers to the questions and concerns discussed throughout this project, as well as 
highlighting the most significant elements for the social workers involved.   
As researcher, a member of the same organisation as some participants, as well as a member of the 
same profession as all the participants, I hold “multiple positionalities” (Dhillon & Thomas, 2019:443) 
within this research project. I hold shared experiences with participants as an insider, in terms of 
working as a social worker through social and political changes over the years which has directly 
influenced the child welfare field, as well as NGO funding and functionality within this area. My 
position as the researcher positions me as an outsider, asking for participants’ insider knowledge. 
However, my existing relationship directly with some participants and with the profession in general 
complicates my outsider positioning.  
My pre-existing relationship with some participants can influence what has been communicated in 
the interviews, as they may have felt more guarded around what information was safe to share with 
me knowing our professional relationship will continue after the research is completed. I was also 
aware to clarify acronyms or suggested knowledge participants offered during interviews as they 
were aware, or assumed, I personally understood the context of their information being a fellow 
social worker. This pre-existing relationship can strengthen the data because people are more open 
with a shared understanding. However, assumptions about these contexts without further 
clarification could have led to assumptions and misinterpretation of the information provided, when 
analysing the data for accurate themes and trends.  
Understanding how my own constructions of the Strengths perspective and how it interacts with 
child welfare policy and practice in my own practice was important to be aware of when asking 
participants questions or prompting further areas of exploration. It was crucial that I did not lead 
participants into a narrative that aligns with my own and allow each participant the space to provide 
their story without my judgement. Equally, Rodwell (1998) identifies how inseparable the researcher 
and researched are in the constructivist research process, as the knowledge building exercise 
includes reactivity to information the participants divulge, indeterminacy of the information 
gathered which is dependent on the questions asked and the power of interaction which assumes a 
joint process between the researcher and participant to form the data (Rodwell, 1998). Being 
collaborative with the participants and negotiating their story through seeking clarification on key 
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points they discuss, has helped the participants maintain ownership of their story, with less chance 
of assumptions or misinterpretations being made in the retelling or analysing of their stories 
(Creswell, 2007).  
I refrained from giving advice during the interviews and asked minimal extra questions to ensure I 
did not influence the interview in a particular direction (Creswell, 2007). One participant mentioned 
two or three times during the interview statements such as “I hope you don’t judge me” suggesting 




The literature review was completed using a combination of google and the University of Otago 
library as search engines to find relevant literature, current and historic, related to the research aim 
and context. Search terms included: Strengths perspective, Strengths based, New Zealand, social 




It is important to acknowledge that the questions I created for this research, shaped what could be 
learned from this project. Maxwell (2005) identifies how the researcher’s tentative theories shape 
the design and direction of questioning. This research focuses on how NGO social workers 
conceptualised Strengths based practice in child welfare cases, related specifically to professional, 
organisational, educational, internal and cultural influences. The questions were thus designed to 
gather data on these areas. Creswell (2007) acknowledges that questions in qualitative research 
evolve as the researcher’s knowledge of the problem grows. Agee (2009) highlights how the 
responses participants provide in research can lead to questions being reshaped, directing the data 
analysis. Throughout the interviews, when participants shared perceptions that were not specifically 
asked for, however appeared relevant to the overarching aim of this research, these perceptions 
were also explored.    
There are various aspects of the Strengths perspective and child welfare social work that were not 
covered in this project, which if they had been integrated, could have resulted in different 
perspectives being identified, or a different interpretation of the topic itself. For example, 
participants were not asked to define what a ‘strength’ is or go into any detail about how to find and 
mobilize them. This could have led the research into a focus more on the construction of Strengths 
itself rather than its application to child welfare social work. Although very relevant, this would deter 
from the ultimate purpose of exploring Strengths conceptualized in NGO child welfare cases. It is 




I took a generic purposive sampling approach within this research project (Bryman, 2016). Purposive 
sampling  is a non-randomised form of sampling in which participants are chosen who possess 
characteristics relevant to the  research project (Bryman, 2016). In this respect the recruitment 
process included eligibility criteria to ensure the participants selected were registered social workers 
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with relevant child welfare knowledge and experience. I had set criteria for recruiting participants 
and attained all necessary data for my project from this sample.  
I expected to recruit between 12 to 20 social workers throughout the South Island region and was 
able to recruit 12. Initially I considered limiting the sample to Southland in order to capture a single 
community experiences of the research topic. However, as the social work community in Southland 
in relatively small I felt this could be a risk to maintain anonymity and widen the geographic location 
to the South Island. Rather than widen to the national community of social workers, I chose to limit 
the location to allow for a more intense lens on the smaller geographical community. It would be 
beneficial to include the North Island of Aotearoa New Zealand  in further research to ascertain if 
similarities and differences arise in practice between the North and South Islands.  
Participant selection process 
 
I contacted social service organisations via email (see appendix ‘D’) and visited local organisations, as 
well as recruited participants through networks such as Aotearoa New Zealand Association of Social 
Workers (ANZASW). I invited participants with an information sheet (see appendix  ‘A’)outlining the 
research project identifying their involvement and confidentiality expectations, as well as a consent 
form which was signed and returned prior to the interviews commencing. I contacted participants 
via email or phone to organise the interview which occurred either face to face or via Zoom web 
conferencing. I recruited participants from a cross section of social service agencies, to increase 
fairness in the representation of views on the topic. This included Kaupapa Māori and faith based 
organisations, as well as private practice and community health organisations.  
Private practice is not an NGO by definition, however I chose to include participants from this type of 
organisation, as being a non-statutory social worker and having to work with child welfare issues in 
case work was a key focus of this research. Private practice is often funded differently to NGO’s, with 
funding coming from service users and other contracts. Further research could be beneficial to  
consider the influence of a user pay system on the relationship between social worker and clients 
when child welfare issues are present. Other than this, the participants role in the private practice 
and engagement with families appeared to function similarly to that of an NGO social worker, 
enabling their narrative to be relevant to this project.  
 
Inclusion criteria 
The inclusion exclusion criteria were as follows: 
- Participants will work in a self-identified social service organisation and provide front line 
case work involving child welfare issues. This would include individuals who engage in 
support work with individuals and families where child welfare issues are present for 
children involved.  
- Participants must work within the South Island of Aotearoa New Zealand .  
- Participants must have experience working with cases involving child welfare concerns 
regarding children, youth, or families within the past three months.  
- Cases will only be included where the level of child welfare concern has warranted a Report 
of Concern to Oranga Tamariki, or there is current Oranga Tamariki involvement.  
- Participants must work within a Non-Government Organisation or private practice.   
I have chosen to exclude social service practitioners who are not qualified or Registered in social 
work. Practitioners who are not qualified or Registered in social work, may not have a common 
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formal knowledgebase influencing their perspectives on social work in general.  This directly relates 
to their perception of the Strengths perspective and their purpose and function within child welfare 
policy.  Although, including this variability would offer useful insight into the wider field of social 
service engagement with child welfare cases. The restricted sample sharing a common knowledge 
base, allows for this research to more specifically understand the extent of influences of education 
and Registration.  
Social work qualified or Registered participants are guided by the competency and ethical 
framework they have been trained in and are required to evidence in their practice (Social Work 
Registration Board, 2017). This common knowledge and understanding of the purpose of social work 
and relevance of the Strengths perspective, also allowed the focus of the interviews to consider the 
application of this to child welfare policy and practice in social work and explore other factors such 
as personal value base and learning post or pre-qualification in how their perspectives have been 
shaped. However, this knowledge base cannot be assumed with the variety of participants involved.  
It was thus important to identify each participants’ qualification and their perspective on the social 
work role within child welfare policy and practice. This includes the relevance of the Strengths 
perspective in social work, as well as exploring their views on the Strengths perspective applied to 
child welfare issues.  
I included private practices of this nature, as mentioned earlier, to widen the scope of available 
participants for this project. Even though the funding of services may be different between private 
practices and NGOs, practitioner responsibility in terms of their role in responding to child welfare 
issues and knowledge and application of the Strengths perspective held the same relevance.   
Semi structured interviews 
 
Semi structured interviews are defined by Bryman (2016) as an interview in which there is a general 
form of a question schedule (see appendix ‘B’), which in contrast to structured interviews, is more a 
guide in which questions can vary in order and provides latitude for further questioning relating to 
the research topic. The focus in semi structured interviews is on how interviewees frame and 
understand the topics in question. Less rigid than structured interviews, the semi structured 
approach enables assumptions and constructions of participants to be more easily disclosed and 
explored (Bryman, 2016). Semi structured interviews were used to explore the perspectives of social 
workers, practicing within child welfare structures and processes, within their profession and 
organisation. The semi structured interview approach allowed themes to be generated and analysed 
from the genuine and personal perceptions of social workers (Wilson, 2014). Similarly, the broad 
responses generated in unstructured interviews were not appropriate, due to my background 
knowledge of influences on social workers perceptions applying the Strengths perspective in child 
welfare cases. This resulted in a guideline of questions being utilised to explore specific areas of 
influence (Wilson, 2014).  
I utilised semi structured interviewing (Bryman, 2016) to collect data in a narrative approach from 
participants who have worked recently (past three months) or were currently engaged with cases 
involving child welfare issues. I needed to take a semi structured approach to interviewing 
participants to allow the exploration of their conceptions regarding the application of Strengths in 
NGO child welfare social work, gathering and analysing participants unknown responses to these key 
areas of focus (Wilson, 2014). I drew narrative data from the participants in the interviews, which 
later was used in a thematic analysis to identify themes along with barriers and strengths in applying 
the Strengths perspective. I met individually with each participant either in person or via Zoom and 
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used an interview guide (Bryman, 2016) with a base set of prompting questions developed to 
explore the experiences of social workers applying the Strengths perspective within child welfare 
issues in their case work. 
I completed a test interview on a participant who did not meet the criteria for participation in this 
project as they are not a qualified or Registered social worker. They were in a role however which 
has social work duties and met all other criteria in terms of location, type of organisation and 
engagement with child welfare issues. I used this as a pilot interview in order to test and refine the 
questions, as this enabled me to gain insight into how the questions might be interpreted and to 
ensure the questions led to the information being provided that was necessary to understand the 
experience of participants (Creswell, 2007). I discovered it was helpful to break down certain 
questions and ask it in parts rather than asking as a whole, which could lead to relevant factors being 
missed. I also discovered that the sequence of questions worked well in terms of flowing from one 
topic to a logical related topic, this enabled an ease of transition between topics which appeared 
comfortable for the participant.  
I conducted the interviews over a short timeframe, between three - six months late 2019 and early 
2020 to capture the experiences of participants within current legal and agency policies, practices 
and cultures. I completed the full project within a 24 month timeframe. As the field of social work is 
changeable, influenced by political priorities and social need, it has been important to ensure the 
data gathered was representative of a specific period of time to minimise the influence of these 
factors when comparing the narratives of participants.  
I conducted these interviews where participants feel most comfortable, which would either be at my 
office, the office of the participant involved, or via a zoom video conferencing system. The interview 
occurred in a private room with no interruptions or distractions. The interviews were recorded on a 
recording device which was adequate within an enclosed room either in person or via video 
conferencing and did not require extra microphones or technology assistance. The recordings were 
stored on the recording device and on a secure computer file and each interview was pseudo-named 
with a letter of the alphabet to protect their anonymity (Creswell, 2007).   
The interviews included demographic information in which basic information such as age, 
qualification, organisation, number of years working in social work was collated. This information 
was used to assist in contextualising the data gathered only, as participants anonymity is protected 
(Bryman, 2016). The consent forms were signed prior to the interviews commencing and I further 
offered the information sheet for viewing prior to the interview, confirmed the participants 
willingness to participate in the voluntary project, as well as reminding the participants of the 
confidentiality expectations regarding their anonymity (Creswell, 2007).  
I first explored what the participants’ understanding and application of a Strengths perspective is in 
general and related to social work. This was followed by participants discussing case examples of 
times when they have successfully or unsuccessfully been able to utilise the Strengths perspective in 
case work. I then explored how the factors of agency policy, professional frameworks, cultural 
frameworks, the relationship with clients and qualification and experience, support or inhibit the 
application of the Strengths perspective within child welfare case work. Lastly, I explored 
participants’ experiences of applying the Strengths Perspective to various stages of child welfare 
intervention: Report of Concern, Family Group Conference process (Oranga Tamariki, 2017), 
collaboration with Oranga Tamariki staff and general intervention work within families with child 
welfare issues.  
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The interviews were securely recorded and subsequently transcribed. Participants were offered the 
opportunity to review their data for accuracy which a number of participants chose to follow 
through, which improves the dependability of the data collected (Bryman, 2016). Self-reflection 
throughout the interview process was crucial in this project, ensuring that I was aware of my own 
insider influence when engaging with each participant (Creswell, 2007).  
Focus group 
 
A focus group was used as a means to gather feedback from a wider group of participants in the 
social service field, reviewing the preliminary themes from the semi-structured interviews. Social 
service practitioners from the local area were invited to a one off, one hour focus group in which 
they were advised of the anonymity of their involvement and signed a consent form. Participants 
were not required to be registered social workers, to allow for a broader perspective to be gathered 
from related practitioners who provided intervention support to families within the same 
parameters as the interview participants. Participants were given a brief overview of the research 
project and instructed to read through the preliminary themes and provide feedback. I did not 
provide input into the discussions participants entered into, other than to encourage their thoughts 
were all valid and to be recorded, in order to minimise bias and my influence (Biggam, 2015).  These 
themes were placed around a room and participants moved around individually or formed groups to 
consider the preliminary themes and write their feedback. Participants used post it notes to write 
their feedback and stick on to the related preliminary theme, which were collected and analysed 
alongside the interview data. The more relaxed atmosphere in this setting, without any formal 
questioning, allowed participants to discuss their thoughts and attitudes about the interview data 





 Thematic analysis (Bryman, 2016) has been employed to process and analyse data gathered through 
the semi structured interviews and through a focus group. Thematic analysis identifies and analyses 
patterns which emerge from qualitative data (Clarke & Braun, 2013). Themes can be defined as a 
“coherent and meaningful pattern in the data relevant to the research question” (Clarke & Braun, 
2013:3).  
Through participating in research interviews and transcribing this data, I was fully immersed in the 
data gathered which allowed me to familiarise myself with the information provided and record 
analytical observations. These observations aided the preliminary themes being generated to 
present to the focus group. When all the transcriptions were completed, the interview data was 
organised into categories relating to the various question areas. The feedback from the focus group 
was added to these categories to provide a greater depth of analysis of the trends emerging from 
interview and focus group responses.  I have then coded the data in terms of the trends in data, 
either related to the construction of the Strengths perspective in child welfare practice, NGO 
perceptions or dominant discourses from participants (see appendix ‘C’). This informed a thematic 
map which further categorized the trends into themes and was then refined into dominant themes, 
by grouping related sub themes together.   
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Largely there was consensus among the participants of the focus group and the interviews, aiding 
confirmation of the relevance of the generated themes. The focus group data has been used to add 
rigor to the interview data (Bryman, 2016). Following from the interpretivist nature of this research, 
thematic analysis was an appropriate approach to analyse and respectfully represent the individual 
constructions of participants. The value and richness of their data is more effectively able to be 
presented and included in analysis by allowing natural themes to be coded. Braun and Clarke’s 
(2006) method for using thematic analysis in qualitative research guided the analysis of this 
research. The interview data was scanned for patterns in participant responses using key words or 
concepts that were repeated such as ‘relationships’. These were then categorized into dominant 
theme areas. Sub themes were then identified from smaller patterns in the data relating to each 
theme. The focus group data was also coded according to the interview codes, as well as creating 
new codes and integrated into the dominant and sub themes.  
Thematic analysis allowed themes to emerge from the data relating to the tensions between the 
principles of a Strengths perspective and child welfare policy and practice, as well as what makes the 
Strengths perspective a successful approach.  Thematic analysis has also allowed for the varying 
understandings participants have of the Strengths perspective, dependant on knowledge and value 
base, practice experiences and the evolution of this perspective itself, to be identified and 
highlighted.   
Validation 
 
This project is a qualitative study intended to explore the perceptions of frontline social workers 
applying the Strengths perspective within cases with child welfare issues. In order to improve the 
quality of this research, I have used triangulation of the interview data through a focus group to 
increase confidence in the research findings and attempt an in-depth understanding of the 
constructions presented by participants (Bryman, 2016; Denzin and Lincoln, 2008). Triangulation is a 
method of getting data from more than one source, as a means to gain various perspectives on the 
subject being explored (Bryman, 2016).  As this research project focuses on the perceptions of 
participants, triangulation allows analytical exploration of these perceptions from the perspectives 
of Registered social workers in the interviews, with the perspectives of wider social service 
practitioners in the focus group. The focus group allowed social service practitioners to review the 
project and its emerging findings, providing feedback to consider within the overall analysis. Thick 
description was achieved through a combination of the interview and focus group participants’ data 
being included in descriptions and full quotations, to detail the formation of their constructions of 
Strengths in NGO child welfare social work (Bryman, 2016). The focus group data was gathered 
anonymously, so that participants were protected with any information they shared within the 
group. The chapters have also been reviewed peer reviewed by my employer’s Māori cultural 
advisor, sending eac chapter for review and initial consultation regarding research methods 
occurred, to ensure that my research as a tauiwi researcher appropriately considered Maori 
throughout the research process.  
Generalisability 
  
It is difficult to generalize this research, as constructivist research upholds the multiple constructions 
or multiple realities that are held by people individually and as a society (Rodwell, 1998). 
Generalising any results risks dismissing the variable constructions that other people may hold that 
have not participated in the research.  Constructivist thought acknowledges the fluid and changing 
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nature of truth and allows for the subjective consideration that must be given to any context 
provided (Rodwell, 1998).   
Ethical Concerns 
Ethical consideration for this project considered the humanist nature of the research, involving 
professionals in the same field I worked in and recording their narrative on what could be 
controversial information pertaining to their personal life, profession or organisation. Ethics 
approval was gained on the premise of anonymity being ensured for participants (see appendix ‘E’). 
The Ngāi Tahu research consultation committee for Te Whare Wānanga o Otago also reviewed this 
research in terms of its relevance to Māori and recommended that it is of significance and as such, 
would benefit from either a Māori co-researcher or getting input from Māori throughout the 
research (see appendix ‘F’). The chapters have been sent for review to my Māori cultural advisor as I 
am tauiwi and any feedback taken into consideration.  
With regards to participation, this project will be presented to the South Island community over a 
variety of media, highlighting the voluntary nature of participating. I have not stated or insinuated 
that participation will result in any action to the detriment of potential participants if they do not 
take part. This was reinforced in initial communication with participants and at the beginning of the 
interview process.  
Privacy and anonymity are significant ethical considerations within this project. There is a risk that if 
the identity of a participant becomes known, depending on how their organisation views the content 
of their involvement, their employment may be at risk. Although I have attempted to produce 
anonymous data, there is a risk that information on participants experiences could become 
identifiable possibly through examples being discussed and the small geographical area. I included 
discussion of this risk when I recruited participants, ensuring they have been fully informed of the 
efforts to preserve anonymity, when making their decision to participate.  
Bryman (2016) identifies disclosing affiliations and conflicts of interests as a key ethical principal. As I 
work within a prominent social service organisation, this could become an issue for some 
participants. There is a risk that this association could result in participants being reluctant to 
engage, due to a past, ongoing or future relationship with myself or my organisation. This could 
influence the participants’ narrative, presenting either a more positive or negative view as a result of 
any previous involvement together. This dual role is particularly relevant for participants who also 
work within my organisation. These participants could either feel a desire to exaggerate their 
experiences, have difficulty responding seriously or restrict their experiences as a result of our 
relationship dynamic.   The participants’ awareness that I will know information about their prac tice 
experiences, may impact their willingness to share information during the project, or influence their 
behaviour in future case work together. It was important to acknowledge the dual role I have with 
participants, along with detailing my position within the research and the limitations on the use of 
any information participants provide. To assist this, I clearly state the purpose of the research and 
the confidentiality of the information provided, staying within the research project prior to the 
interview and in one case during the interview when a participant identified this risk as a possibility, 
as discussed earlier.  
Subjectivism (Bresler, 1995) has also been a risk in this area; self-awareness and reflection will be 
important for me as I go through the project as this is a topic I am passionate about. As an 
unavoidable aspect of qualitative research, critical reflection of my position and influence on the 
data gathered and its analysis is important. Views of participants may evoke reactions in me, even as 
33 
 
facial expressions, or in a lack of response to statements made. My reactions, resulting from my 
beliefs and thoughts, have the potential to influence the responses of participants. To aid critical 
reflection, I recorded field notes during and after the interviews, when observations of interactions 
with participants or discussion topics were  of relevance to the research. To increase confirmability 
(Bryman, 2016), I framed my interviews around curiosity, rather than moving to evaluate the 
experiences. In doing so I could remain more objective in the analysis of data, the focus being on the 
social workers constructed views, rather than using a more prescriptive survey approach, influencing 
the direction of data.  This assisted in the interviews remaining exploratory to ensure as much 
objectivity as possible was present (Bresler, 1995). 
Participants were given the opportunity to view a transcript of the information they have provided, 
further empowering them to review what they have provided and ensure they are comfortable 
presenting their narrative. Participants discussed family situations of the clients they work with in 
describing their experiences which have all been anonymised and not described in full to limit the 
ability to identify participants.  
Strengths/Limitations 
 
I believe triangulation by use of a focus group considering preliminary themes has strengthened the 
credibility of findings from this research, adding more depth of perspective to the data gathered 
from participants. Allowing the participants to provide experiential accounts enabled the 
opportunity for clarification of the role of the Strengths perspective in child welfare social work. I 
believe this has been helpful in developing a greater understanding of how theory, policy and 
practice entwine. I believe another strength is the ontological authenticity in this methodology, 
developing a greater depth of knowledge of participants’ experiences in applying a strengths 
perspective within child welfare cases which has possibly identified previously less thought or 
connected concepts in this area.  
The sample size of 12 participants is relatively small and with only a one off interview to gather data, 
the findings of this research has significant limitations in generalizability. In order to reflect the wider 
geographical experiences of participants engaged in non-statutory child welfare social work, a 
greater sample would be required. External reliability for this reason is challenged.  I attempted to 
achieve a thick description (Bryman, 2016) from the accounts of participants to mitigate this factor. 
There can be significant variability amongst social service practitioners, even within a small 
community such as the South Island. The findings of this project have been limited to identifying 
common themes and trends for the sample group, resulting in concepts to further research with 
more specificity.  
Reflecting on the research process 
 
As an NGO social worker, with experience in statutory social work, a passion for child welfare and 
best practice, this research was born out of a genuine desire to understand better the complexities 
of applying a capacity focused, client led, time rich perspective within what can be viewed as a 
deficit based, legally directed, time pressured child welfare system.  
Although starting this research with great passion and direction of purpose, understanding what I 
was doing in research terms took some time to fully understand. Initially it was difficult to work 
through whether I was phenomenologically exploring experiences of social workers or using a 
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constructivist approach in understanding how Strengths was conceptualised by social workers in its 
application to child welfare social work. Ultimately it seemed more beneficial to identify 
conceptually how Social workers constructed the Strengths perspective in practice, relating to the 
broader goal of understanding the NGO role within the statutory system, how Strengths fits within 
this and whether this was successful in addressing child welfare issues.  Equally, the dilemma of 
whether to use a case study or interviews to gather data, was solved by considering the benefit of 
engaging in conversation with social workers to better explore their perceptions of case work and 
their NGO position. The thematic analysis posed a similar complication, as it took time to understand 
the terminology for coding vs themes vs patterns and then to organise the large volume of data in a 
format that would be of most use to analyse. 
Ethically, the biggest consideration has been regarding anonymity, as although the South Island is a 
large land mass, social work NGOs can be well connected and identifiable if too much information is 
shared about services or even demographic information regarding the social workers. This resulted 
in a broadening of the recruitment area from Southland where I am located, to the whole of the 
South Island.  
The significance to Māori this research was indicated to have by Ngāi Tahu was initially a surprise, 
however as I went through the research, cultural frameworks, particularly for Māori and Pasefika, 
were of significant value and consideration for social workers regarding the application of Strengths 
within child welfare. A plan for this reason was made for the chapters to be reviewed by my cultural 
advisor, to ensure I have respected Māoritanga in what is being interpreted and presented in this 
research.  
The interview stage was an incredibly fascinating experience. The depth of passion, commitment and 
knowledge that was shared by social work colleagues within my own organisation and throughout 
the South Island was immense and left me in awe with the amount of wisdom and quality social 
workers we have in Aotearoa New Zealand  striving for positive outcomes for families. I was 
intrigued to find myself somewhat nervous about interviewing social workers who had been in the 
field for 10 or 20 years, on reflection this appeared to be feeling inadequate to be interviewing social 
workers of this calibre, would I ask the right questions? In a competent way? However, I was quickly 
lost in the beautifully worded, rich narratives that the most experienced social workers articulated of 
their experiences. The years in practice providing the time for well-articulated and confident 
thoughts and opinions on social work, Strengths and child welfare.  
Conclusion 
 
Understanding how the Strengths perspective in child welfare social work is conceptualised for NGO 
social workers, required an exploratory research strategy, allowing for narrative data to be gathered, 
valued and analysed. A qualitative approach has been utilised to honour the individual constructions 
of social workers and to analyse their perceptions as they were offered, rather than quantify them, 
which could detract from the meaning within. Understanding this concept locally, related to the 
Aotearoa New Zealand  context was important for this research, this helped to develop an 
understanding of practice within local communities. As the social work community nationally is well 
connected, a larger geographical area was covered, to protect the anonymity of participants.  
In terms of data collection, I am an insider, an NGO social worker with child welfare cases. As such,  
care has been taken to understand my position as an insider and mitigate any bias that exists with 
this. As the Ngāi Tahu panel recommended this research was significant to Māori, I have had  each 
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chapter reviewed by a Māori cultural advisor to ensure my tauiwi position does not negatively 
influence information gathered and analysed regarding Māori.   
Through utilising semi structured interviews, this research identifies numerous themes and trends 
within an evolving social work landscape in Aotearoa New Zealand . This has also allowed themes to 
emerge regarding the relevance of a long standing social work perspective and how current socia l 
workers still find value in its time honoured principles, within a challenging area of social work. A 
one off focus group enabled triangulation of the interview data and increased firmability of the 
findings.  Finally, thematic analysis was utilised to analyse the data and present the dominant 
themes from the interviews and focus group, considered alongside the extensive literature review.  
The findings from the thematic analysis are discussed in the following chapter.   




The methods described in the previous chapter enabled the gathering of and analysis of data which 
is presented in this chapter. The introductory description in this chapter identifies the demographic 
background to the social workers interviewed, outlining trends in their social work experience and 
personal characteristics. Dominant themes from the interviews were then categorised, beginning 
with the construction of the Strengths perspective by social workers. The way social workers have 
constructed their view of the Strengths perspective within social work and child welfare is 
foundational to the subsequent themes. For this reason, it has been discussed first and will be 
evident throughout the responses of those interviewed.  
This research set out to explore how social workers construct the Strengths perspective in its 
application to child welfare cases. In this chapter I will present the dominant themes which emerged 
from the semi structured interviews described in the Methodology chapter. The responses recorded 
from the focus group have been integrated into the themes discussed in this chapter, in order to add 
rigour to the themes being analysed. The focus group was able to choose which preliminary themes 
they wished to provide feedback on; this resulted in several theme areas where significant feedback 
was offered and others where very little feedback. This could indicate that either the areas with little 
feedback were of less interest to focus group participants, they were unsure how to comment or 
they agreed with the themes and had nothing further to add.   
A description of each theme will be detailed in the next section, followed by an analysis of the 
theme, considering the focus group findings. The themes in this chapter present the ways in which 
social workers understood and constructed, not only the Strengths perspective and child welfare 
social work, but also their role in an NGO within this statutory process. NGO social workers have a 
mandate according to their organisational policy regarding their role and purpose with families. 
However, when child welfare issues exist in a family being supported, statutory processes such as 
the reporting of child welfare concerns, information sharing with Oranga Tamariki and participating 
in meetings as part of the legal child welfare process can impede the NGO intervention.  Social 
workers in NGOs work within a dynamic environment where they can be in multidisciplinary teams 
and be funded through a variety of means, both of which influence culture and policy impacting 
child welfare social work. The continual review of child welfare intervention in Aotearoa New 
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Zealand  has resulted in numerous name and structural changes to the statutory organisation 
responsible for protecting child welfare. NGO social workers have to navigate this evolving child 
welfare legislation, along with an evolving statutory organisation which can dictate the 
responsibilities of NGO social workers within child welfare cases.  
Considering this, the following themes bring together each social worker’s ideas of what constitutes 
Strengths Based practice with respect to their own practice in an NGO, collaboration with Oranga 
Tamariki and the outcomes for the families they are engaged with. The themes have highlighted the 
most significant internal, interpersonal, professional and organisational factors social workers 
identified as relevant to the Strengths perspective in child welfare, as an NGO social worker.  




1. Knowledge of the Strengths perspective. 
2. Relationships are key.  
3. Tension management at the NGO/Oranga Tamariki interface. 
4. Success with Strengths in child welfare.   
5. Limitations and barriers to being Strengths based in child welfare work 
6. Statutory intervention: the entanglement with Oranga Tamariki  
7. Cultural frameworks and their alignment with the Strengths and child welfare.  
 
 
Introduction to participants 
 
This research project included recruiting 12 social workers from throughout the South Island of 
Aotearoa New Zealand . Seven social workers met in person for the interviews and four completed 
interviews via Zoom video conferencing.  
Of the social workers interviewed, a range of ethnicities were identified, including NZ European or 
Pakeha, British, Samoan and Māori. A total of five NGOs were represented by the social workers 
interviewed.  There was a mixture of male and female participants, with all social workers Registered 
with the Social Work Registration Board. Only seven social workers identified as being a member of 
ANZASW (Aotearoa Association of Social Workers).  Three social workers identified as being 26 – 35 
years, three as 36 – 45, two as 46 - 55 and four as 56+ years. Four social workers identified having 
under 10 years experience in social work and eight identified as having greater than 10 years 
experience. Those with less than 10 years experience have been referred to in the findings as less 
experienced social workers and those with greater than 10 years experience, as more experienced 
social workers. Experience was defined as overall experience in social work, not necessarily post 
qualification. There were 10 social workers identified having statutory experience, for one of whom, 
this occurred in the United Kingdom. Two social workers reported they had not experienced working 
in the statutory environment. There were a variety of social work qualifications, ranging from 
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Bachelor of Social Work, Master of Social Work, post graduate social work qualifications, Diploma in 
Social Work and Bachelor of Māori studies majoring in Social Work.  
 
Theme 1: knowledge of the Strengths perspective 
 
Social workers were asked to identify, from their perspective, the key ideas underpinning the 
Strengths perspective. They were then asked how the Strengths perspective aligned with their 
personal value systems and asked to provide examples of cases where they have applied the 
Strengths perspective with child welfare issues.  
The 12 participants interviewed during this project shared a consensus of what the key elements of 
practicing Strengths based in social work are: Finding positives and strengths, building relationships, 
communication, collaboration and time. This theme identifies these elements along with other 
factors such as alignment of personal value systems, client issues and the types of child abuse 
identified during the interviews. It also highlights a trend for some of the more experienced 
participants identifying the Strengths Perspective more as an “overarching philosophy”(participant 
‘G’) for all social work practice, rather than a specific model or tool to be utilised depending on the 
case dynamics: “not a one size fits all” (participant ‘J’). This theme also incorporates the prominent 
idea presented that knowledge of the Strengths perspective is a process of learning through 
personal beliefs, formal and informal learning opportunities.   
Knowledge of Strengths a process of learning 
 
Reponses varied from participants in relation to their knowledge construction process of the 
Strengths perspective. Some participants identified that their pre-existing value base or personality 
naturally elicited the Strengths Perspective in everyday life. Participant ‘D’ described “I think... 
because it sits well with me some of it, I probably innately did like before studying, but then it got a 
label...” Similarly, Participant ‘H’ shared “…I think that when I worked it out as kind of like a theory 
um, I think it was part of my personality anyway…”. There was a strong consensus in the focus group 
regarding the Strengths perspective being a personal quality or personality trait that exists in 
practitioners prior to training and a quality to be sought in recruitment of social workers. One 
participant continued that this needs to align with personal values and belief if the approach is to be 
successful.  Interview participants also commonly identified that their formal education enlightened 
them to the pre-existence of the Strengths perspective within their family and other social 
relationships throughout their lifetime. Similar to the interviews, a number of focus group 
participants agreed formal education merely gave an existing approach a name, rather than a new 
skill and three participants believed formal training was useful or could be further developed to 
enhance the practical knowledge of the perspective.  
Participant ‘I’ stated “...I think that from my experience is that I gained it informally…. Through 
church and through family and extended family, but then to put it into context and words I learned 
through uni”. Participant ‘H’ shared the role of formal education in their learning as “Probably a 
solidification of what I have felt was the right thing anyway…”. Participant ‘E’ highlighted the value 
many participants placed on experiential learning and its necessity for developing knowledge over 
formal education:   
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Um I think the best learning is experiential………. You can have a theoretical basis… and I 
believe that we all manage our own difficulties, moments in time and that’s what 
enhances… our perspective because until you’ve come through it... experienced it, then you 
don’t have that same level of relational interaction and empathy, not sympathy not 
compassion for folk. So, I’ve done quite a bit of study, I’ve got post grad study…. but yeah 
experiential is what sticks, because theory will go out the window under pressure… but if 
you have… encompassed if you have… absorbed whatever the learning from your own 
experience… then that’ll always stand you in good stead.  
In contrast, half of the participants, including all the social workers with less than 10 years 
experience, identified their formal university education as the primary area of knowledge 
development regarding the Strengths perspective, with practical social work experience secondary 
to this learning. Participant ‘L’ described the role of formal education in their knowledge 
development of Strengths: “...so I think I learned... a lot at university about also about my own 
values and my own sort of practice areas”. Similarly, Participant ‘K’ advised “…most of its come 
through study and practical experience working as a social worker” in regard to their knowledge 
development around Strengths.    
Participant ‘F’ identifies the influence the evolution of social work theory and practice has had on 
formal education:  
I guess with strengths perspective when I was training some years ago now… (it) was you know 
really popular at the time… as one of the sort of models or theories that is… taught at that time 
so I think really, it did come from my formal education… and then it’s really just yeah been sort 
of quite foundational to my practice… but I would say probably formal education…….  I think it’s 
probably evolved over time…….  it was sort of like a wave starting out I guess… it’s the framing 
my intervention or practice with the clients and then also a way of, you know, develops at the 
time I guess, in terms  of communicating... to other professionals or to other people… kind of 
where we’re at and where we’re going… so I think yeah it’s absolutely refined over time but…. 
Still, you know, foundational to the work... 
All of the participants referenced their learning of the Strengths perspective as being a type of 
process, which included personal values and natural interpersonal interactions, formal education 
whether as a foundation, or as an identification or solidification of existing thoughts and behaviours 
and the practical experience of applying it within social work relationships.  
Participant ‘J’ discussed their perception of the role of informal and formal learning:  
I guess it’s a mixture of both, I’ve always been that sort of optimistic person… I’m a glass half 
full guy…. Always have been (in) my life rather than the opposite, but also… been taught that 
educationally through... various systems of learning, education, tertiary studies those sorts 
of things, to actually give it a name, it didn’t have a name before…… When  I first started 
practicing social work that wasn’t even a model, and so now it’s got a name and I 
understand and have come to terms with it because  that’s mostly part of who I am and 
what I’ve experienced in life…. 
Key elements of Strengths 
 




The key ideas underlining the Strengths perspective identified by social workers were simplistic 
concepts – finding and identifying positives and strengths, building relationships, communication, 
collaboration and time. A focus group participant reflecting on social workers construction of the 
Strengths perspective, shared a proverb called Sun vs Wind highlighting the Strength of positivity 
and warmth over force. Concepts such as people “...are experts in their own lives...” (participant ‘L’) 
rather than the power lying with social workers or systems in child welfare, were described 
commonly by many of the social workers in their interviews. This perception appeared to dominate 
the understanding of the Strengths perspective and what elements construct it.  
Looking for positives and finding strengths 
“Looking at what’s working or what that strength is that can be built on……. (I) think it’s a 
positive way to start anything that’s not positive” (Participant ‘G’).  
Identifying and exploring the strengths, the positive aspects of peoples’ lives was identified by all 
participants as a key concept of Strengths perspective, as well as in discussing what works in being 
successful with Strengths in child welfare. Finding positives and Strengths in order to build 
relationships was also a key reflection from the focus group participants of the basis of the Strengths 
perspective.  Participants identified that by helping families become aware of their strengths and 
resilience, as well as their difficulties, they were more able to recognise their skills and actuate their 
capacity. One focus group participant added the need to go further to ensure congruency between 
strengths and goals.   
Participant ‘H’ summarised this as “looking for positives in situations and people’s personalities... in 
the stories that they bring. …. also looking to support whānau having difficulties, asking them about 
what they’ve managed to work through previously and looking at these personal strengths to try to 
carry them through current situations… to help them to recognise their own skills”. Similarly, 
Participant ‘L’ advised “I think they’re... looking for positives, to see what’s inside us in some 
respect… while trying not to be... you know the expert in the situation. I think Strengths based 
practice you know looks at kind of the client being the expert in their lives but um with a way of how 
can they come up with their own solutions as well”. Clients as experts, also appeared to resona te 
with the focus group as this comment was reiterated by the participants.  
Several participants viewed the Strengths perspective as a model of practice, alongside equally 
valuable models of practice depending on the presenting family and issues. Although there was 
generally a consensus on the principles of the Strengths perspective, the application of these 
highlighted some variance amongst participants.  
The element of Time 
Time was a multifaceted element identified by participants integral to the success of the Strengths 
perspective in child welfare. Participant ‘F’ highlighted the flow on effect of giving a family time and 
the benefit this has to their whole engagement and intervention with a family:  
so I think to be strengths based, you need time and you need, you know, you need to be 
able to sort of put yourself in the situation, or create an opportunity to be very valuable to 
that  family, so they see  the…. they value your input and whether that’s, you know, a 
practical assistance, or financial assistance, or advocacy, or them fully seeing you as an 
advocate, or someone who’s aligned with them… I think that to be able to do that you need 
to be able to see the strengths and be able to really communicate with them that you see 
that part of that story, or that picture, or that situation.  
40 
 
Participant ‘F’ also links time and communication together, another key element identified by 
participants as beneficial and foundational to success with the Strengths perspective. Time was 
identified as a key element in the application of Strengths, with some participants highlighting the 
challenge limited resources and organisational policies provided. Participant ‘B’ advised:  
I think every family has their own culture of how they work and how they function and 
who’s the head, who’s not, how they look at things, how they view life, all of that sort of 
stuff and I guess that is to me goes back to time whether you’ve got the time to get to know 
that stuff or not and I think that that’s that relationship building, that assessment stuff, if 
you get your assessment right then your work sort of naturally flows from there….  I guess it 
is that time, if you are on a time frame, I often think that that can…. or they’ve been directed 
to meet with us or something like that and you’ve got to report back in a certain time, um 
yeah that can be a bit difficult at times too. 
While others acknowledged their belief in prioritising time with families, regardless of policy or 
practice expectations, in order to meet be effective in their engagement and intervention with a 
family. Participant ‘G’ asserted:  
If I did have to have time frames… I would still practice the same way… But my case notes 
would reflect that actually I’ve done this piece of work and if I push this too hard then I’m 
not going to get the results that we need so... and if the organisation had an issue with that 
then they can bring  that up to me at supervision.  
Time was referenced by many participants as a crucial element to being Strengths based in child 
welfare social work, linked to the nature of successful and purposeful relationship building. 
Participant ‘F’ emphasized this, stating they “need time… (to) create an opportunity to be very 
valuable”. Many participants also acknowledged Oranga Tamariki having limited resources creating 
barriers to their effective engagement with families; one participant stating “Oranga Tamariki don’t 
have time to build that relationship” (Participant ‘B’). Participant ‘B’ referring to the depth of 
assessment by Oranga Tamariki in their assessment of families: “in my opinion yes they’ve had less 
time, there could be cases of other people where they’ve been quite involved but some of the things 
I’ve been part of they haven’t spent as much time in their home and with the children”.  
Organisational time frames were discussed as both too restrictive and also flexible enough to allow a 
responsive amount of time to engage with families effectively. Participant ‘G’ highlighting “I think 
with my roles I’m pretty lucky that I don’t have actual timeframes persé… so I think I’m lucky with 
that”.  
Communication as a means to connect and collaborate 
Communication was a recurrent term referred to throughout the interviews regarding the key 
elements required in a Strengths based approach. Participant ‘B’ highlighted the cohesive role 
communication has in child welfare work with families: 
Yeah I think that that’s quite important um and I know a lot of my families that are or have 
been even in the last three months Oranga Tamariki will meet me at the house before hand 
and sometimes the families… prefer that, or ask for that and I guess it is so that we are all on 
the same page, that I’m not saying something different to what they are or vice versa.  
Participant ‘D’ referred to the benefit of open communication with Oranga Tamariki, to ensure the 
case focus between professionals and with family is appropriate. While Participant ‘G’ provided an 
example of working with a gang member and the need to communicate using their language to get 
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effective engagement. Similarly, Participant ‘J’ discussed the intergenerational differences with 
client families and the need to develop communication, responsive to the relevant generation.  
Collaboration 
Collaboration featured often by participants during the interviews, discussed as a further crucial 
element to the successful use of the Strengths approach. Collaboration with families, the community 
and other professionals were equally viewed in their importance to supporting positive change with 
families. Collaboration was identified by participants as a necessary element to the wider 
relationship building concept, including collaboration with families and with professionals 
involved.  Collaboration included communicating with families and Oranga Tamariki primarily, as 
well as key community members such as churches and neighbours when relevant. Participant ‘H’ 
reflected on how their experience in a statutory role shaped their view on how the NGO position can 
help the statutory process, supporting an overstretched Oranga Tamariki, by providing useful 
information about a family’s capacity and position:  
It’s a huge role to try and think of everything, so I think it’s helpful for other people to, for 
other professionals to be involved at some of those levels and be able to put the suggestions 
forward that are in the best interests of the children.   
The benefit of statutory experience within an NGO position, supporting Oranga Tamariki with their 
engagement and intervention with families is a further element in the previous theme regarding the 
tension management at the interface between NGO and Oranga Tamariki.    
Theme 2: Relationships are key 
 
The value of relationship building or building rapport, as participants also referred to at times, was a 
significant theme. The importance of this across all elements of the Strengths perspective in child 
welfare policy and practice was evident in the views of participants. This largely referred to their 
significance in developing effective engagement and building the trust required to maximise change 
potential, as well as enabling the most responsive support to families while they navigate the 
difficult journey through the child welfare system. Trust was a significant recurrence throughout the 
interviews, indicating a natural understanding of the need to counter these expectancies in order to 
achieve positive outcomes.  
Building Relationships 
 
Building relationships and building rapport, along with sustaining trustworthy relationships 
throughout engagement with families was the most common element referenced throughout the 
interviews by all participants. The view that relationship building and sustainment is a powerful tool 
throughout all child welfare processes and levels of engagement, was evident from the interviews, 
echoing the value of relationships as an integral element of the Strengths perspective.  
The power of relationships in creating opportunity for change, was described by Participant ‘B’:  
Looking at someone who, who is having issues around something and you go ‘oh well in 
strengths based let’s look at something you’re doing really well’. When in actual fact, the 
person can only concentrate at that moment on that one thing and you need to actually get 
in there and build a relationship with them… To actually move away from that one thinking 
and to looking at what they can do, rather than being totally focused on what they can’t.  
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Participant ‘G’ identified their sense of privilege in being able to build relationships with families, 
whilst Participant ‘L’ acknowledged their ability to develop more deep, meaningful and trusting 
relationships than Oranga Tamariki. Participant ‘L’ also identified the importance of the shared value 
of relationships, both for the participant developing a better assessment of the family and for 
traumatised families who are seeking relationships. Participant ‘D’ proposed that the unique NGO 
relationship with families can be somewhat strategic in supporting families during a statutory 
intervention: “you’re a familiar face and you’ve already got rapport, you’re already on the upper 
hand with that”. The strategy can be explicitly organised between the NGO and Oranga Tamariki 
social workers, in terms of setting out clear roles in their engagement with a shared family, or the 
NGO social worker takes this role in response to the family’s experience engaging with Oranga 
Tamariki. All the participants identified that they attributed the ability to identify and realise 
strengths, to building relationships with families. Participant ‘K’ advised their view o f the Strengths 
perspective: “I suppose it’s more working to build that relationship, to help them I guess, find their 
strengths and how they can use them”.  
Relationship maintained despite report of concern 
Most participants advised they manged to keep engagement with families during the report of 
concern process of writing and submitting their child welfare concerns to Oranga Tamariki, 
communicating this with the family and the Oranga Tamariki response. They attribute this to the 
open, transparent and trusting relationship they built with their families, integral to the Strengths 
perspective, with two participants stating they had never lost a relationship through reporting 
concern for this reason. Participant ‘L’ stated: 
Where we’ve… here at (organisation) where we’ve had to make a notification to Oranga 
Tamariki and being open and honest about it with the family and the fact that the family, 
they still want to work with us…. I think again that that’s, that’s very testament to whether 
that Strengths based perspective has worked really well.  
The trust built within the relationship was referenced by a number of participants, as integral to 
being able to sustain their engagement throughout a child welfare intervention.  
Culture no barrier 
 
Participant ‘E’ advised of the value they place in relationship building to cross cultural boundaries, in 
order to engage effectively. Many participants greed that their relationship with families was a 
critical element in overcoming any cultural barriers that existed.  With the Strengths perspective 
valuing time to build rapport and understand an individual and family for their capacities, this 
enables a responsive relationship, sensitive to cultural need that is presented. Numerous 
participants identified the positive correlation between the principles of the Strengths perspective 
and Māoritanga. Respecting the mana of an individual and group as a fundamental principle of 
Māoritanga and of success in engaging meaningfully with Māori, is mirrored by Participant ‘H’ in the 
example they discuss in a later theme dedicated to cultural frameworks.  
Increases capacity of engagement and intervention 
 
Participant ‘H’ continued that a strong relationship built with a family increases the capacity of their 
working relationship. Participant’s ‘E’ and ‘G’ discussed persevering with relationship building and 
engagement, with the consistency demonstrating commitment that families value and utilise when 
they are ready, even though it may feel difficult at the time. Participant ‘G’ extended on their sense 
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of privilege engaging with families and how this influences their approach. Families from their 
perception were more open with sharing information, improving the assessment and intervention:  
Because of your relationship with them, because of your honesty with them and your value 
in them and their strengths that they’ve bought into that and they believe that, as well, 
enough that they’re not going to feel threatened or intimidated or untrusting of going 
through that process with you.  
Participant ‘C’ also identified one on one relationships being an important aspect of this approach, 
as well as the need to be open and consistent with families. Participant ‘B’ echoes the importance of 
relationships and communication to ensure that the family are part of the plan as with no buy in, the 
family are unlikely to be motivated to change.  Participant ‘H’ talked about preparing one of their 
clients for meetings regarding their child’s welfare and through this openness and the trust built up 
through their relationship, this enabled the family to trust the child welfare process with Oranga 
Tamariki, allowing an effective intervention. In terms of whether clients being mandatory or 
voluntary affected the application of the Strengths perspective, many focus group participants 
agreed that having time and a genuine, quality relationship with families transcends issues around 
motivation and client type. Several participants alternatively agreed that it can take longer to engage 
with a mandatory client, if this is possible at all and this can be a challenge.  
Theme 3: Tension management at the NGO/Oranga Tamariki 
interface 
 
Participants prominently identified the Strengths perspective having a significant purpose in NGO 
child welfare social work as a field separate to the statutory role. They shared the benefits of this 
approach in supporting positive change in families, as well as how organisational culture and policy 
and the role of an NGO, support success in a Strengths based approach in child welfare. The 
examples of strengths based practice from social workers in the interviews, highlighted specific 
trends in the usefulness of the Strengths perspective supporting families through the statutory child 
protection context, as well as addressing protection issues. Participants were also asked to comment 
on organisational influences such as culture and policy. The social work role and practice, as part of 
an NGO, was highlighted throughout the interviews, identifying the critical position of the NGO 
social worker.  
Positioning of NGO social worker role in child welfare 
 
An internal struggle was identified by multiple participants when having to implement child welfare 
policy with families they were supporting. They described the processes of having to report 
‘concern’ about child abuse and neglect to Oranga Tamariki, sharing deficit based information and 
being part of assessments leading to removal of children. This challenged their priorities or values of 
walking alongside and supporting families, when having to take action which caused fear and 
anxiety. Participant ‘C’ Stated this was their “least favourite part of social work” and acknowledged 
the importance for this reason, to prioritise values, being reflective of what their role and best 
intervention is. Participant ‘H’ also highlighted the challenge of working in multidisciplinary teams 
through child welfare issues, as the priority of the paramountcy principle, in which a child’s welfare 
and best interest is top priority, is not understood by some other professions and can be seen as not 
acting from a  Strengths based approach in prioritising the child over the adult’s need.  
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Non -statutory role and practices as supportive of strengths  
 
The role of an NGO social worker in child welfare cases, distinctly separate from that of Oranga 
Tamariki social workers, was a recurrent theme throughout the interviews. A number of participants 
discussed having the luxury of time to develop relationships with families, which participant ‘L’ 
described as more trusting and meaningful.  
Advocate and mediator 
The NGO role was also described as useful in terms of advocacy for families navigating the child 
welfare system and particularly meetings which can be challenging to understand. The NGO social 
worker has a knowledge and understanding of the child welfare process, as well as the family and 
can use this to best explain and support families through an often new and unrelatable system. 
Participant ‘H’ highlighted their role in one particular case where they used their knowledge of the 
family to assist an Oranga Tamariki social worker to consider the next steps for a family in a whānau 
Hui. Participant ‘H’ and a number of other participants also described situations when they have 
advocated for families by communicating with Oranga Tamariki to ensure families had accurate 
information and their rights were being adhered to. In terms of the Strengths perspective, ensuring 
families have accurate information, understanding and voice in their situation, enables them the 
ability and greater access to their strengths and the resources around them, in order to move 
forward.  
For those participants who previously held statutory experience, they all described the benefit of 
this in their NGO social work supporting families through child welfare issues. Participant ‘D’ stated 
“because I’ve worked there it’s the backbone of what we… you know? It’s still the backbone of what 
we do because the child is actually the client in my role”.  
 Their statutory experience was identified as being advantageous to their own confidence in working 
through the child welfare system as an NGO social worker, as well as advocating for families in this 
system and supporting families themselves to have an adequate understanding of the processes 
they engaged in with Oranga Tamariki. Participant ‘H’ stating “that because of that experience I’m 
able to help explain the processes a bit more” and Participant ‘D’ reflecting on their confidence in 
advocating for children’s safety while supporting the family:  
I guess it could be my background from coming from OT(Oranga Tamariki)… like I know why 
that policy is there and I know why we need to act immediately, and that gives you the 
confidence… to follow that policy, whilst engaging with the family.  
NGO Culture shaping the application of Strengths 
The philosophies, culture and policy of NGO’s appeared to have a significant influence on the ability 
of social workers to practice with a Strengths perspective. All the participants identified that they 
worked in organisations supportive of the Strengths perspective in terms of policy and philosophy 
and this aided their ability to practice this with families. Organisational culture was also seen as 
supportive of the Strengths perspective. However, two participants raised concern about 
organisational culture: One regarded colleagues holding unchecked bias detrimental to a long term 
client in terms of assessing Strengths and the other concerned the perception that management in 
their organisation did not model the Strengths perspective and this had a negative impact on front 
line staff. Organisational culture also garnered a significant response within the focus group, with 
participants agreeing that it has a huge influence on being Strengths based, particularly if the 
environment is toxic or very stressful. Organisational culture was seen to directly influence team 
wellbeing and responsibility of management in creating processes to mitigate this, was identified. 
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One participant identified multi-disciplines working within the same organisations can view them as 
‘soft’ when applying Strengths, questioning it’s validity.  
Professional memberships alternatively, was not reported as a significant influence in the interviews. 
Many participants advised the were a matter of policy or employment obligation, rather than a 
purposeful, living influence on their practice. Some participants however, identified membership to 
ANZASW, or registering with the social work registration board, as a guide to their daily practice. 
Most of the participants reflected they did not have the time to engage in the resources and 
trainings these organisations had to offer. Professional membership was an area that gained more 
attention in the focus group than in the interviews. There were many recorded comments from the 
focus group regarding the function and value of both the Social Work Registration Board and 
ANZASW, such as “(a) foundational model of practice”. As with the interviews, there was a split 
between those who felt the professional memberships were more a tick box obligation, and those 
who felt they were foundational to everyday practice. A majority of participants commented that 
they wished to engage in more trainings to support their practice, however they felt time poor and 
this did not occur. They also found the Professional Development Log added pressure, rather than 
supporting their growth due to the recording expectations of training and development.  
The contracting environment 
Contract work for Oranga Tamariki was also mentioned by some participants, particularly regarding 
the reporting back of concerns and completion of what was described as deficit based parenting 
assessments by a focus group participant. Participant ‘E’ advised of the frustrations with having 
responsibilities of assessing and report writing for Oranga Tamariki under Oranga Tamariki contracts, 
when relevant information from them is not passed on to other professionals involved. Participant 
‘E’ described earlier being seen as a ‘boot boy’ for Oranga Tamariki in these situations.  
Perception of What Works at the Interface – practice 
 
In addition to the earlier theme identifying the key elements of the Strengths perspective as 
understood by social workers, further elements of successfully applying the Strengths perspective 
specifically in child welfare cases were elicited from the interviews and focus group. Participants 
identified the key factors that made Strengths based practice a successful approach from their 
perspective, in practice. Participant ‘H’ shared a case example of the power of supporting integrity 
and mana in clients: 
A very good example would be probably… and this is a father who’s… I am supporting them 
also with navigating Oranga Tamariki processes and this was an extended family member 
who came into a- just a little informal hui that we had around the table. But this extended 
whānau member came along with dark sunglasses on and just kept them on and I could feel 
the worry in the room like… ‘I don’t wanna have any part of you, you’re a social worker’... 
But about 3 quarters of the way through the hui, the sunglasses came off. So, I thought 
phew, a really big break through here, you know? You can see why people who don’t kind of 
understand that whole relationship and and the communication (don’t understand the 
significance), probably may not have sat in many (meetings).  But actually I saw that as quite 
significant, like quite a significant shift and one of my colleagues, non-social work, but also 
saw exactly that happen and said ‘oh shit that’s awesome’ you know? quite huge, so I think 
it makes a huge difference to be strengths based... and I think that they’re expecting you to 
come in, almost with a  stick… yeah and and, and talk about all the negative aspects that 
they’re anticipating coming out first and when you’re coming in from a different perspective 
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and you talk about them, and you treat them as individuals, as people, with what are their 
life… experiences… 
Strengths based values in social work 
 
Social workers having values in honesty, integrity and transparency was repetitively brought up 
throughout the interviews as necessary tools to engage families, build relationships and support 
them in a Strengths based way through the deficit based child welfare processes. Participant ‘H’ 
reflected this when discussing supporting families who are trauma experienced through the child 
welfare system:  
I think that what helps to manage that is honesty… And if I’m just straight up rather than 
beat around the bush and go ‘I know this I know that’… that and acknowledge the struggle 
that it is with the timeframes. But honesty is also explaining why, like you just said about 
being within the timeframe of a child, you know that’s a threshold and I’ve actually just 
about used those words, probably not the same terminology. But, but to explain, ‘cause, and 
whether it’s because of their anxiety or whatever in some of the interactions with Oranga 
Tamariki, they don’t get that same explanation and so being able to explain that to them in a 
language that they understand and being straight up about it… then I think that they also 
expect the honesty… and that helps them to manage the situation a bit more easily. 
Other participants similarly described the need to be upfront, particularly as they believe families 
know when they are hiding information. Participant ‘I’ viewed honesty as a necessary part of the 
partnership built with families. Honesty was described along with transparency as an asset to 
building trust with families and trust laid the foundation for a successful Strengths based 
engagement. Participant ‘L’ described how a trusting relationship enabled families to persevere 
through the challenges of engaging in the child welfare system: “it’s the relationship  that I’ve 
formed that um… there’s a level of trust there that you know… we’re not just going to report it and 
leave… you know, we want to actually work with you through that process”. 
Supervision 
 
Supervision was another factor the majority of participants identified as important to the success of 
a Strengths approach. The significance and necessity of quality supervision was recorded by 
numerous focus group participants, echoing the benefits of this in terms of reflective, safe and 
responsive practice while navigating a Strengths approach through child welfare. Participant’s ‘E’ 
and ‘L’ specifically discussed the need for quality supervision to ensure reflective practice is 
occurring and bias is checked. Other’s highlighted supervision as best practice in considering child 
welfare concerns and he best path of action to take. Participant ‘E’ also advised that social worker’s 
own biases affect their ability to perceive Strengths in families and asserted the necessity of 
supervision to overcome these barriers. 
Participant ‘L’ highlighted supervision as collateral damage within systemic issues within Oranga 
Tamariki, attributing poor social worker knowledge or practice to the lack of support from highly 
stressed supervisors. The quality of supervision as a systemic issue which created practice issues was 
also noted by several other participants. Participant ‘L’ reflected on the support Oranga Tamariki 
social workers have: 
But particularly I see in the statutory organisation that professional development isn’t 
always something that’s been supported… so again.. that gets somebody to do it (social 
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work practice) a certain way… and whether that’s been modelled or not or I guess…  And I 
think yeah.. I don’t think it’s probably fair to focus on individual workers or bad practice… 
Particularly again um highly stressed supervisors um as well you know.  
Cultural frameworks were identified by three participants as hugely beneficial to the success of a 
Strengths perspective in child welfare. The significance of this has resulted in a dedicated theme 
further in this chapter detailing this.  
Theme 4: Successful outcomes with Strengths in child welfare 
 
Throughout the interviews and particularly when providing examples of using a Strengths based 
approach in child welfare cases, participants were confident in describing what works within their 
practice and that of the professional response to child welfare issues. Key elements that were 
highlighted amongst all those interviewed included time, collaboration, approach and the most 
significantly reported - building relationships. Numerous positive outcomes were described related 
to these key elements of the Strengths perspective in child welfare identified earlier, in terms of 
child safety and sustained positive change. These key elements are seen to maximise the potential 
families have when faced with child safety issues and be effective in mobilising existing strengths 
and resilience. This theme focuses on the successful outcomes of these elements being applied to 
case work.  
Outcome of Time: effective engagement 
 
Time was commonly identified as a necessary tool in being able to engage effectively with families. 
Participant “E” spoke of giving time as being their approach, regardless of client type or 
presentation: “with some of these families it is… really, really broken,  (they) have had dreadful, 
dreadful lives and then trying to be parents… and wanting to affect change, then it just takes time”.  
Participant ‘B’ discussed the benefit of time in authentically understanding and getting to know 
families.  Participant ‘A’ also referred to the need for time, in engaging a family who may be 
contracted to work with them. While Participant ‘C’ identified time as key to ‘get over’ the wall that 
children in care can put up. Participant ‘C’ also referenced the need for time when engaging with 
parents after the removal of their child, as they need time to grieve in order to be able to access 
strengths.  
When limits have been placed on time to engage with families, barriers to assisting families’ capacity 
to change develop.  Participant ‘J’ reflected on the historical development of approaches to child 
welfare and why more time framed approaches became less desirable: 
 …so, I’ve come from those sorts of models, where it was all about making sure the, the 
processes were adhered to within the right timeframes…. It’s like a breath of fresh air, (it) 
was well ok, they’re (timeframes) not so important, they’re still part of the role… but we can 
actually look at it in a different perspective and you know, try and do things in a manner 
that’s more conducive to sustainability and maintaining change, rather than just going round 
and round the mulberry bush and getting nowhere really.  
Relationship building: More accurate assessment based on depth of information  
 
Participant ‘B’ highlighted the benefit relationship building had in accurately assessing a family, 
which allowed an effective intervention to follow naturally. All the participants identified the wealth 
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of information about families’ functioning, skills, relationships and capacities they gathered through 
the time spent building their relationship with families. There was a strong view from participants 
that their assessment of a family for this reason, held useful and critical information for Oranga 
Tamariki considering their response to child welfare concerns. Participants identified attempted 
communicating their assessment through phone calls, Reports of Concern, whānau hui, Contract 
reports, family group conferences and other meetings. There was acknowledgement from 
participants that Oranga Tamariki had limited time and resource to be able to engage with families, 
in order to gather the depth of information NGO social workers are in a position to. Participants 
shared a consensus that their information and assessments were valuable to ensuring families full 
capacities were understood.  
Collaboration: Improved child safety 
 
Participant ‘B’ discussed the improved child safety achieved from collaborating with neighbours and 
family for one of their families. Participant ‘E’ identified the significance in collaborating with 
community church groups in developing a safety network around children and families experience 
child welfare issues.  Collaboration was also described as timing this communication, enabling 
families to be aware of and understand each stage of the statutory intervention and be empowered 
through the process. Participant ‘D’ highlighted this: “collaboration is really important... If you have 
that open communication with Oranga Tamariki, you’ll know what the issues are, so you’re all kind 
of... focused on the same areas”.  Participant ‘D’ also advised the family group conference process as 
supportive of a collaborative approach with families. Participants generally identified a minor feeling 
of discomfort sharing information about their families, more confident however that their 
relationship based on honest communication maintains a level of joint understanding and integrity 
when communicating with Oranga Tamariki.  
 Limitations and barriers to being Strengths based in child welfare 
 
During the interviews, participants also reported barriers and limitations to the Strengths 
perspective itself, as well as in being successful with the Strengths perspective in child welfare. 
Participants’ constructions of the Strengths perspective as a model, both as a foundational 
overarching approach and within child welfare systems, was identified as proving a challenge at 
times for participants in this work. The barriers and limitations varied from the focus of Strengths 
limiting engagement or effective intervention,  how child safety was being weighted by colleagues 
and by Oranga Tamariki social workers,  risking relationships with families by addressing child 
welfare concerns, to deficit based organisational tools and contracts from Oranga Tamariki.  
Critique of the Strengths perspective 
 
Of all the participants, two specifically critiqued the Strengths perspective as being a limited 
approach, appropriate to only certain situations and several participants identified that it sits within 
a toolbox of approaches to child welfare social work. Participant ‘A’ in defining the Strengths 
perspective and in relation to social work theories, identified: “strengths based perspective can be 
like... a little bit narrow, sometimes Idealistic”. Participant ‘A’ talked about the challenge of bringing 
up child welfare issues using a strengths approach, advising “you need to be able to have like an 
honest conversation with them” suggesting the Strengths approach cannot always achieve this. 
Participant ‘A’ also acknowledged the risk with a Strengths approach for the relationship to be 
misunderstood “I think it can be hard sometimes to use that perspective right… in the right way… 
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they (young clients) kind of see you as their friend, or they see you as their enemy almost..” leading 
to an ineffective intervention.  
Participant ‘K’ discussed the Strengths having an equal place amongst other theories or models, 
being limited by a client’s age and stage of development, mindset or mental wellbeing. Participant 
‘B’ further suggested the use of a Strengths approach can undermine a client’s experience by 
focusing conversation on the identification of strengths, rather than being with the client where they 
are at and validating their experience. A focus group participant also agreed that a wider range of 
perspectives creates a more substantive model of practice, with a Strengths approach seen as 
valuable to the initial stage of relationship building. 
A number of participants presented their view that the Strengths perspective can overlook concerns, 
with too much focus on the positives in people’s lives. Participant ‘B’  described child welfare 
concerns as the ‘elephant in the room’, potentially being ignored due to a lack of confidence by the 
social worker in addressing them. Participant ‘F’ highlighted the risk of being ‘na ïve’ when only 
looking for strengths. While Participant ‘E’, also acknowledged the danger of the Strengths 
perspective eliciting the use of ‘rose tinted glasses’ and the idea that Strengths based is now merely 
a catchphrase, both detrimentally affecting positive outcomes for families. Focus group participants 
agreed with personal and moral bias limiting the successful application of a Strengths approach. 
Some participants acknowledged client factors as potential barriers to being strengths based as they 
can require more time or effort to enable a relationship that can assist the client accessing their 
strengths. Participants ‘I’ and ‘J’ acknowledged that generational and cultural differences in families 
can require more effort from the social worker to effectively engage a family in order to sustain a 
working relationship with them. Participant ‘K’ identified client issues such as mental health to be a 
challenge in being strengths based, as the client needs to be a ‘ready’ mindset. Participants ‘H’ and 
‘E’ also identified client trauma as an issue that required more effort to in terms of time and 
engagement to access strengths advising you have to “dig pretty deep to find strengths to work from 
when you’ve got multiple layers of trauma sitting on top, (it) takes a lot of doing, but I think it’s 
worthwhile if you can find (it)”.  
Although Strengths was perceived as a useful approach to child welfare social work, some 
participants described limitations in Strengths as a model of practice, overlooking concerns, or not 
responsive to all client issues. While others, described systemic limitations such as adequate time to 
engage effectively.  
Internal, organisational, professional and environmental limitations of NGO social 
workers 
 
The Strengths perspective was identified by all participants as having certain limitations within child 
welfare social work either in the approach itself, or within the child welfare system.   
NGO Role – client and social worker perspectives 
A number of participants identified their role as a social worker as a barrier to being Strengths based 
with families, as the families’ negative perception of social workers or correlation with Oranga 
Tamariki resulted in difficulties establishing or developing the relationship required for this approach 
to be successful. Participant ‘K’ advised “you’re working with clients that may be more of a contract 
client or a client that already has complexities... and already kind of associates you as a social 
worker, as the same as the other social worker (Oranga Tamariki), um I do think that this does create 
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a slight barrier”. Participant ‘E’ also made this point stating: “...doesn’t matter how many times you 
tell (the,) that you’re not working for CYFS, they think you’re a boot boy…”.   
Other participants identified the Strengths perspective as a more foundational approach to all social 
work, which was limited by their organisational policy, child welfare systems they practiced within; 
such as funding, organisational culture and child welfare policy.  
Time 
Time was identified earlier as a key element of success for the Strengths perspective and when 
timeframes have been applied to case work, participants identified how this limited their ability to 
practice Strengths based effectively.  
Timeframes were very commonly identified by participants as a challenge, within various areas of 
child welfare social work; in responsively engaging with families and being successful with a 
Strengths approach. Participant ‘A’ acknowledged post family group conference engagement with 
families and the challenge family group conference plans place on being Strengths based as they can 
add time pressure.  Participant ‘H’ referenced the difficulty issues such as trauma imposed on their 
organisation’s or Oranga Tamariki’s expected time frames for interventions and change work needed 
to increase child safety. They discussed the Oranga Tamariki term child’s timeframe and the 
challenge of supporting families in a way that responds effectively to their trauma need, is not 
always in line with these timeframes. Participant ‘E’ also referred to the child’s timeframe and 
further linked to the influence of child welfare legislation complicating the ability to be Strengths 
Based as follows:   
Children’s timeframe has always been there and now they’re banding about like it’s 
something new, and like they’re going to give it legs, they’re gonna put some power, some 
weight behind it... we’ve still got children that don’t have home for life and decisions aren’t 
being made and they’ve spent a third or a half of their life in care ‘cause they’re waiting on 
adults to sort their rubbish out. That’s not ok for kids, that simply is not ok for kids. So yes, 
there is legislation there, it is, um it has, its intent has been strengths based. But it gets 
watered down or messed about by successive governments, by whoever’s flavour of the 
month, whoever the regional managers are and wanting their bonuses, whatever it is that 
drives being economic, being financially tight, whatever it is.  
Organisational culture as a barrier to implementation of Strengths 
In terms of organisational culture and policy, Participant ‘E’ identified the importance of 
management behaviour and processes modelling a strengths approach to support this practice 
within staff relationships and case work. However, they advised when management did not model a 
Strengths approach this was detrimental to a Strengths based culture developing.  
Participant ‘A’ discussed their role being limiting, as it is quite prescriptive with Key Performance 
Indicators (KPI) in their intervention with families and the “tight boundaries” this creates around 
how they can practice. Participant ‘A’ also identified the service specific assessment tool was not 
aligned with the Strengths perspective as it required constant evaluation of risk and need. 
Participant ‘E’ referred to organisational time and financial value as barriers to being responsive to 
families’ need in terms of relationship building, as they can restrict the amount of time available in a 
service intervention.  
It can take quite a bit of work and that’s relational, which is a bit difficult in organisations 
that are time and um value driven and value as in money, as if you’ve got three months and 
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it takes three months to establish a relationship then you’re already out of time… 
(Participant ‘E’).  
Participant ‘B’ reflected on the challenge their organisation’s child welfare policy and culture has on 
being Strengths based:  
I think sometimes, sometimes I have experienced that we are quick to um write a family off, 
that it is... care and protection straight away and we do reports of concern and then the 
families disengage. I think that sometimes, that may be ah, risk averse…  and that we 
damage then the potential then of that relationship working, when sometimes Oranga 
Tamariki haven’t got the luxury of time to build that relationship anyway… So, I do 
sometimes wonder if our policy is a bit tight around that.  
Participant ‘F’ also referred to the responsibility of mandatory reporting of concerns by 
organisational requirement, not being aligned with a Strength’s approach by nature, as it is a report 
of concerning information.  
Wider environment and inequalities a barrier to the Strengths perspective 
Participants ‘E’ and ‘F’ also referenced the general lack of resourcing for families in need, which in 
their view limited their ability to explore or maximise Strengths that could be accessed for families in 
order to improve the wellbeing of the family.  
Perceptions of risk as a barrier to Strengths 
Half of the participants referenced the challenge of colleagues either internally or externally having 
different perceptions of how to weight risk. Several participants discussed internal challenges when 
colleagues, either fellow workers or supervisors, have a different view of child safety. The 
supervisory relationship was identified as a challenge by two participants. Participant ‘G’ advised “I 
think it makes it difficult when it’s your supervisor that becomes the negative person”, regarding 
having a difference of opinion on a family’s capacity. While Participant ‘L’ highlighted the impact of 
highly stressed supervisors in providing adequate support and training to social workers in this area.  
Participant ‘G’ also discussed the complication of being allocated a family whose extended family 
had been engaged within the NGO and statutory services for multiple generations. They highlighted 
the challenge of historical involvement colleagues internally and externally shared with this family, 
had on influencing a bias towards the current client’s capacity, limiting their ability to observe 
Strengths and enable a Strengths based approach.  
The nature of child welfare concerns 
In terms of child welfare, participants identified a number of considerations that challenged their 
ability to be strengths based with families. Participant ‘B’ identified a common idea participants 
presented, the difficulty in balancing child safety with necessary relationship building, to effectively 
engage families: “it was always going to be (difficult) trying to balance that so you’re not ignoring 
any care and protection issues”.  
A number of participants recognized client factors as barriers to the Strengths perspective being 
successful in child welfare. Client factors such as trauma was also identified by focus group 
participants, to inhibit a willingness to engage with this approach.  
Participant ‘C’ spoke of the struggle it can be to assist parents to access strengths when they are 
focused on the fear of, or actual child removal from their care. Participant ‘C’ also identified families 
needed time to grieve and process, which along with substance abuse, limited or inhibited any 
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success with applying the Strengths perspective. Participant ‘C’ provided this insight into attempting 
to address child welfare concerns with some families in a Strengths based way:  
You’ve talked about it for ages and that’s often how it ends up at OT (Oranga Tamariki) 
‘cause you’ve talked about it ‘til your blue… it’s lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it 
drink.  
Participant ‘F’ identified superficial engagement as a challenge with families facing child welfare 
issues, as this led to unrealistic planning occurring for the family. While Participant ‘J’ highlighted the 
barrier of underlying conditions masking actual capacity of a client: “you were just... trying to 
encourage them, but it failed because they had all these other barriers that were unknown, 
undiagnosed, unsupported”. Alternatively, Participant ‘G’ presented an example of the challenge of 
misreading Strengths, when a perceived strength of a family member was found to be a factor in 
their harmful behaviour:   
she had a lot of involvement in working with children and stuff like that and so I tried to 
focus on that, but then it soon turned out that actually her involvement with children was 
purely to do with the sexual abuse stuff, so um her strengths didn’t.. weren’t that great at 
all.  
All the participants identified significant challenges in remaining Strengths based with families when 
interacting with Oranga Tamariki and their processes. Most participants also identified difficulties 
with Oranga Tamariki weighing child safety and family strengths different to their own assessment. 
As interactions with Oranga Tamariki were such a recurrent and significant theme in the interviews, 
the further limitations related to this will be identified in a separate theme specifically regarding 
Oranga Tamariki relationships and processes.  
Theme 6: Statutory intervention: the entanglement with Oranga 
Tamariki  
 
Following on from the previous theme regarding limitations of the Strengths perspective in child 
welfare, this theme specifically highlights the high level of attention the social workers interviewed 
paid, to discussing the frustrations and benefits of the interactions and processes with Oranga 
Tamariki. Social workers were asked to discuss their experience of how the Strengths perspective 
engages with relationships and processes within Oranga Tamariki. Child welfare legislation was also 
questioned regarding where this fits within Strengths based practice and child welfare policies.  
One of the most passionately discussed areas of the interviews was statutory involvement and the 
engagement with Oranga Tamariki at multiple levels. From following organisational child welfare 
policies, working within the legislative guidelines to engaging with Oranga Tamariki social workers 
interpersonally and through legislated processes such as family group conference and whānau hui. 
Interaction with legislative and Oranga Tamariki processes was discussed as primarily harmful or 
challenging to the Strengths Based process, although it could be helpful with the appropriate 
knowledge of the statutory systems. Systemic issues within Oranga Tamariki were identified by 
numerous participants which appeared to limit the function of Oranga Tamariki social workers, 





Multiple participants described challenges in their interactions with Oranga Tamariki. One of these 
challenges was the view of Oranga Tamariki having an inconsistent approach in response to child 
welfare concerns reported. Participant ‘E’ stated “depends how you see risk, how you assess risk I 
suppose” when advising of a situation in which they were very concerned for the safety of a child 
leading to removal of the child. However, the child was then returned to the family the participant 
considered unsafe, as the Oranga Tamariki social worker held a different view of the risk to the child. 
Participant ‘A’ discussed Oranga Tamariki’s approach depending  on the family they are working with 
and the social worker allocated. Participant ‘E’ similarly identified the challenge of Oranga Tamariki 
having a different perspective on child welfare risk and how this can lead to unclear expectations, 
advising that some Oranga Tamariki social workers work hard for families and others have been 
deficit based:  
(it) has varied depending on the social worker, which isn’t necessarily helpful, because issues 
that you’re expecting that will be addressed and a bottom line established, sometimes isn’t… 
Depending on the social worker. So, that then leaves people wondering how much they have 
to do.  
Participant ‘A’ advised they were willing to sacrifice the relationship with a family in reporting to 
Oranga Tamariki when they felt a child’s safety depended on it. However if Oranga Tamariki did not 
appear to respond to the report, or did not agree with child safety concern, Participant ‘A’ 
highlighted how this detrimentally resulted in the children not getting the support they needed and 
the relationship between the family and the participant was lost. The danger with this being any 
future concerns may not be seen or assessed as the family have lost trust in NGO services.   
Participant ‘E’ also acknowledged the inconsistency with Oranga Tamariki in the quality of their 
social work reports presented to the family group conference. From their perspective these reports 
heavily influence the meeting and discussion. Participant ‘E’ continued that this inconsistency in 
information being gathered for family group conference, included their own reports from Oranga 
Tamariki contracts which state the nature of work being undertaken with the family and their 
current assessment of the situation, not being shared with the Conference coordinator by the 
Oranga Tamariki social worker, leaving the Coordinator with “no clue” about important case 
information. 
Legislation  
Legislation was regarded by most participants as necessary yet impractical. Legislation changes to 
improve child welfare were seen as a positive step by many participants due to the current issues of 
domestic violence, child abuse and to increase community responsibility (participants ‘J’ and ‘E’). 
Participant ‘L’ spoke of the challenge Aotearoa New Zealand  has in terms of bicultural legislation, as 
it is not easy to create legislation that adequately accommodates both cultures. Participant ‘E’ 
advised:  
The legislation is necessary and if it was acted on adequately, sufficiently, purposefully 
funded… not about meeting criteria and KPIs, then the system was workable. But they keep 
reinventing the wheel and all that does is suck up huge vast quantities of money, going to 
the wrong people.  
In terms of the recent changes to child welfare legislation, such as Section 66 of the Oranga Tamariki 
Act 1989, around sharing information about at risk children relaxed and Oranga Tamariki moving to a 
partnered response model, allowing the delegation of more of their duties to the community in a 
(Oranga Tamariki & New Zealand Government, 2020); participants expressed doubt in the usefulness 
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of the more restricted function of Oranga Tamariki. The changes were discussed by participants as 
appearing to be influenced by political agendas and created by people who were not on the 
frontline, who did not understand the practical implications. Participant ‘C’ stating  
I think legislation, you’re talking about politicians… I don’t have any particular leanings, I 
don’t like them in general and I think ‘cause a lot of it is posturing and ‘this is what we need 
to do’, but they don’t always look at the bigger picture. At the moment it’s like the rights of 
the child, the rights of the child.. but on the ground you don’t see that happening, they’re 
(children) not… they’re given a voice then they’re ignored…. 
Several participants referred to the practicality in terms of actual plans and resourcing, of legislation 
and its changes. Participant ‘C’ advised that child welfare legislation changes appear to come into 
force before there is a realistic plan on how they can be implemented, which created issues in 
practice. Participant ‘C’ referred to the new Care standards for children in care (Oranga Tamariki & 
New Zealand Government, 2020) and how they stipulate changes to how plans are written and 
timeframes for completing different aspects of the foster care process, however neither Oranga 
Tamariki nor their organisation had been given a plan or resource to enable this change to occur.  
Focus group participants were unanimous in their agreement with the interview findings that 
legislation is driven by policy makers, who are out of touch with front line practice; as well as the 
discrepancy between the legislation in theory and what results in practice. There was an added 
theme of frustration, regarding Oranga Tamariki not following through with child welfare legislation 
and policy that is put in place. The participant felt this negatively affected public campaigns around 
child abuse reporting. Another participant commented in response to child welfare legislation 
frustrations, advising that regardless of this, it is the responsibility of individual social workers to 
uphold the Strengths perspective while being mindful of the laws.  
Systemic issues and culture 
 
Many participants commented about systemic issues within Oranga Tamariki as an organisation 
itself and how this detrimentally effects positive interventions and experiences for families as a 
result of these constraints. Both experienced and inexperienced participants identified their 
perceptions of the lack of time available to Oranga Tamariki staff to responsively and adequately 
engage and assess families, due to poor resourcing and tight timeframes. Participants raised this as a 
concern particularly regarding assessments of risk and safety, as well as capacity of families to 
improve child welfare.  
Quality training was mentioned by some participants as another systemic issue of Oranga Tamariki. 
Two participants identified that the lack of training directly affected practice issues around ethically 
and responsively engaging with families. Participant ‘E’ highlighted the strict internal training regime 
within Oranga Tamariki and how this prevented adequate cultural education and awareness around 
Māori and Pacific families. Participant ‘E’ cited colonisation and institutional racism as an issue 
within Oranga Tamariki as a result, with the participant being advised that “culture doesn’t matter”.  
Participant ‘L’ discussed inconsistencies in Oranga Tamariki response to families, being attributed to 
inadequate training and supervision in a highly stressed, poorly resourced environment, rather than 
any individual social worker being at fault. Participant ‘L’ continued that this environment was not 
conducive to social work growth within the organisation. Participant ‘G’ advised of how this relates 




One of the things that goes wrong with changes within OT (Oranga Tamariki), is that the 
people that make the decisions don’t do the frontline work, so they have no idea what’s 
going to work and what’s not going to work and if they spent time listening to the people 
that did the hard work, then change would be easy… And I think that some of the social 
workers, there’s a culture within the department that even the new social workers get 
drawn into… that culture… bad practice culture… the toxic environment, the bitchiness, 
talking behind each other back. That crap that people just get brought into instead of getting 
there and doing their job.   
This negative organisational environment in Oranga Tamariki, as well as what is viewed as the 
impractical policy changes, are seen to inhibit a Strengths approach. Strengths principles such as 
genuine and trusting relationships with families and being able to recognise and maximise inherent 
strengths within families, become difficult to uphold. This could be a result of the demands of 
frontline social workers’ case work being misunderstood by those changing policy and the lack of 
support for social workers in the toxic environment mentioned.  
 
Oranga Tamariki processes of intervention 
 
The various phases of Oranga Tamariki intervention were significant talking points for participants. 
The two phases that garnered the most attention from participants were the Report of Concern 
phase and the Intervention phase, specifically family group conferences.  
Many participants advised the Report of Concern process was not a Strengths based process, as by 
its nature, the focus is on the concerns or deficits in a family. Focus group participants agreed with 
this finding, that Oranga Tamariki processes were not always Strengths based, one participant 
highlighting this is dependent on the Oranga Tamariki social worker’s agenda. Another participant 
specifically mentioned Parenting Assessment Contracts as being particularly deficit based. However, 
most participants reported generally maintaining their relationships with families due to the 
trustworthy and meaningful relationships they had developed with families. Participant ‘F’ referred 
to this report as a “fundamental judgement call on deficits” which is not in line with the principles of 
the Strengths perspective. Multiple participants advised their annoyance with the Report of Concern 
process in terms of Oranga Tamariki response.  Participants referred to the Oranga Tamariki 
response as “shocking” (Participant ‘E’), with Oranga Tamariki not responding to reports made or 
families in a timely manner. Participant ‘A’ advised of their frustration around agency po licy 
requiring them to Report a family, however Oranga Tamariki complete lack of response led to the 
family’s disengagement. Several participants also spoke of their frustration when they have reported 
concern which Oranga Tamariki do not perceive as “concerning” enough and close the file.   
Some of the experienced participants and those who had experience working in statutory social 
work, also held the view that the Report of Concern process could be seen as being Strengths based 
if the relationship has been built with the family and there has been honesty and transparency 
around the participants’ role and what steps they would take and when. These participants often 
referred to having the knowledge and understanding of why this process is necessary for some 
families, from working in the statutory system. Participant ‘E’ shared: “I don’t see any of that as not 
being strengths based, I see that as being considered, when assessing risk and harm to children.” 
Whereas experience in the statutory realm for some participants, led to a family preservation or ‘risk 
friendly’ (Keddell, 2017) focus. Families involved with Oranga Tamariki interventions, from their 
perspective, led to children being “collateral damage” (participant ‘J’). This referred to when Oranga 
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Tamariki intervened in families changing family dynamics or uplifting children, the children and 
families suffered irreparable harm, more from the intervention itself, than from the child welfare 
concerns.  
Family group conferences were identified by all the participants as a process they were familiar with 
in their role and had strong opinions about. family group conferences were identified by Participant 
‘J’ and ‘L’ as having a Strengths based origin, however they and other participants advised the reality 
of how the conferences run and dependent on family engagement and the knowledge and 
relationship of the Oranga Tamariki social worker with the family, the outcomes of this process are 
varied. One participant raised concern that the parents’ adult issues can too easily become the focus 
of the conference and the children’s needs can get lost. The family group conference process found 
consensus in the focus group, with participants agreeing with NGO social workers, identifying the 
minimal role, yet high expectation, Oranga Tamariki place with NGOs in the decision making. 
Another participant expressed post family group conference support as “below par” with NGOs left 
to “clean up the mess”. 
Participant ‘E’ identified an issue that family group conference facilitators are not seen as 
independent from Oranga Tamariki, which restricts family engagement and trust in the process. It 
was also identified that in the past, NGO social workers could attend whole conferences with 
families which was beneficial to ensuring accurate and realistic plans were created with all 
stakeholders and family. Now, Participant ‘D’ advised of being “kicked out” of conferences after 
providing their information before the crucial planning time and this is detrimental for their work 
going forward with the family.  They described being on the back foot with understanding the 
situation and plan, post conference. They can also be committed to plans in ways which are 
unhelpful to the family. Participant ‘J’ also referred to the periphery role NGO’s now play with family 
group conferences. In 2017 the latest changes to the now Oranga Tamariki Act 1989, as well as 
staffing changes and their interpretation of the Act, likely influenced this change in NGO 
involvement within family group conferences. Being unable to adequately support and advocate for 
families was detrimental to the purposeful, responsive relationship with families, as well as effective 
collaboration with services, both important within the Strengths perspective.  
A number of participants referred to family group conferences as a ‘tick box’ exercise, highlighting a 
disparity between purpose and actuality. Family group conference plans were reported by 
Participant ‘E’ at times to be “nebulous”, too open ended and reviews not always occurring. These 
aspects were seen to make the process inefficient for families and NGO social workers expected to 
support families through the plan. Participant ‘F’ referred to “power play” within a family group 
conference, as there is a lot to lose for families and their participation can be a reflection of their 
desire to end the meeting whether genuine planning has occurred or not. However, one focus group 
participant countered that the Report of Concern asks for Strengths and the family group conference 
process is Strengths based and “world leading” by design. This participant advised rather that 
relationships are they key to all areas of work. Another participant acknowledged the challenge of 
being Strengths based when reporting to Oranga Tamariki, however they were also concerned that 
professional consideration was not being given to statutory social workers by the NGO social 
workers involved.  
Most participants acknowledged mixed experiences with family group conferences and could 
acknowledge the value of them if they were run well. Participant ‘K’ supported the value of 
conferences for families stating: 
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I think it’s so important for the client to be able to verbalise what their strengths are and 
how they could be utilised within that plan… because with that, obviously with the plan, 
you’re working to an outcome and to support clients, or families, or children work towards 
the outcome and they see that they’re comfortable within themselves… so I think it’s gonna 
be a positive.  
NGO as mediator 
 
Participants naturally shared their views on engaging with the Oranga Tamariki system, as an NGO 
social worker, during the interviews. Participant ‘A’ highlighted the difficulty of being “sandwiched” 
between Oranga Tamariki and the family, with Oranga Tamariki holding authority over a family who 
may not want to engage with this authority.  
Challenges and frustrations were commonly reported by participants considering their engagement 
with Oranga Tamariki. Participant ‘E’ advised in regards to their frustration around the Oranga 
Tamariki intervention process compared to their organisational process: 
So, I don’t have a problem with this agency’s (child welfare) process. Having to discuss it, 
consultation, what have you… getting the paperwork done. I do have a problem with what 
happens once we’ve lost control of that process.  
Participant ‘G’ shared they felt “it would be nice” if Oranga Tamariki worked collaboratively with 
them, instead of against them when they share cases. With Participant ‘E’ sharing a similar thought 
that Oranga Tamariki are not good at sharing information that could be help a more positive, 
collaborative intervention with a family. Participant ‘A’ identified the negative impact reporting 
concerns to Oranga Tamariki can have on their relationship with families, if Oranga Tamariki are 
seen to ignore child safety risk.  
It’s hard to keep working with the family after something like that has started, after a ball 
has started rolling with something like that because it just…The risks in my opinion, the risks 
outweigh the strengths... 
Participant ‘A’ also raised concern that Oranga Tamariki can misuse Strengths they find in a family to 
maintain an unsafe situation, from their perspective. This risks overemphasising strengths and 
minimising the harm caused to children as this participant described.  This highlights the important 
consideration of who defines what Strengths exist and to what end.  Participant ‘J’ echoed this 
concern that the response of Oranga Tamariki to child welfare concern was not always positive in 
terms of improving child and family wellbeing. For this reason, Participant ‘J’ stated “not on my 
watch” in terms of their value in family preservation through their NGO role to prevent harmful child 
removals.  Family preservation was a theme in two of the more experienced participants interviews, 
flowing through their descriptions of practice. Conversely, two of the least experienced participants 
shared more rigid views of their roles, dictated by organisational and legislative policy in child 
welfare and was possibly reflected in the above frustration of Oranga Tamariki weighing risk 
differently, often as less risky than their perception.  
A number of participants identified their role as a medium between Oranga Tamariki and the family, 
explaining and guiding families through Oranga Tamariki processes. This is another example relevant 
to the previous theme of the NGO role as mediator with families and Oranga Tamariki, to ensure 
maximum participation and positive outcomes for families.  Participant ‘H’ highlighted this stating 
their role is 
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To explain, ‘cause… and whether it’s because of their anxiety or whatever, in some of the 
interactions with Oranga Tamariki they don’t get that same explanation and so being able to 
explain that to them in a language that they understand and being straight up about it, then 
I think that they also expect the honesty…. and that helps them to manage the situation a bit 
more easily.  
Strength in unity 
 
Many participants identified the benefit and value of positive interactions with Oranga Tamariki and 
being in an NGO position, to enable a successful Strengths approach during a child welfare 
intervention with families. As with the previous theme regarding Success with the Strengths 
perspective, participants identified that collaboration, communication and relationships created a 
positive experience for families through the child welfare system based on these key principles of 
Strengths.  
Participant ‘F’ provided an example of a case with very successful collaboration between the 
participant, the family and the Oranga Tamariki social worker, who had a long history of involvement 
with the family. In this situation, the participant perceived Oranga Tamariki to use their relationship 
with the family to identify and validate the strengths and safety of the family, when the community 
were misinterpreting the family’s lifestyle and reporting to Oranga Tamariki.  
All the participants highlighted openness, honesty and transparency with families as key to being 
successful with a Strengths based approach through an Oranga Tamariki intervention. Most 
participants referred to honesty being an integral skill in a difficult process as it respected the 
integrity of families, it enabled understanding of the process and each step, as well as who was 
responsible for what part of the process. Participant ‘L’ pointed out that honesty about child welfare 
concerns and the process of reporting, helped the family not only to get through the initial Report of 
Concern, but also enabled the family to continue their working relationship through an intervention 
with Oranga Tamariki as a result of the trust it helped to build. Participant ‘H’ shared this value in 
honesty, as in their case example, their honesty about when and how they would make a Report of 
Concern and then following through with this process enabled them to challenge one family’s doubt 
and mistrust. The family had been approached by Oranga Tamariki, who advised of child welfare 
concerns within the family, without revealing the source, while the participant was on leave.  The 
participant was able to remind the family of the processes they had already been though which 
reassured the family that it was not the participant betraying their trust.  
The positive opportunities as an NGO social worker were identified by a number of participants; as 
“seed planters”, advocates (Participant ‘H’) and collaborators. Participant ‘F’ highlighted the 
opportunity for additional support that is opened by Oranga Tamariki becoming involved, providing 
the intervention is timely, efficient and completed. Participant ‘A’ described the Oranga Tamariki 
process as adding purpose to their role, as the relationship with the families creates opportunity for 
the participant to “dissect” and explain Oranga Tamariki actions and plans. The role of advocate 
being created was identified by Participant ‘H’, in attempting to empower clients who have been 
disempowered: “I think it can be challenging staying in the strengths based space, within a system 
that um doesn’t always work”.    
Theme 7: cultural frameworks and their alignment with Strengths and 




Social workers were asked to comment on cultural frameworks and while largely participants 
referred to ethnic culture, some discussed individual culture of families and one participant 
identified with their Christian faith and how this influenced their choice of organisation and practice. 
Cultural frameworks were largely viewed as congruent with the Strengths perspective. There was 
again consensus within the focus group in agreement that cultural frameworks, namely Māori and 
Pasifika, are congruent with the Strengths perspective. One focus group participant going further to 
say working from a Māori world view, it is easier to be Strengths based because of the focus in 
holistic wellbeing.  
Culture a construct of Social worker knowledge and experience 
 
How participants constructed culture and its relevance in Strengths based social work practice 
became apparent through the various interviews. The less experienced social workers perceived 
cultural frameworks more in relation to ethnic culture and specific models or theories, whereas the 
more experienced participants held  a more holistic view of culture and how to engage with people 
as more of a transactional process through their personal beliefs and relationship building with 
families. The focus group participants shared insight into the construction of culture related to their 
practice. One focus group participant commented that the underpinnings of the Strengths 
perspective are shared with many models and tools, another stated being Strengths based is seeking 
cultural knowledge and acceptance for families. 
In then interviews, Participant ‘E’ as a more experienced social worker stated “I have had some 
ethnically diverse um experience... and being a reflective practitioner, I don’t worry, but I always 
wonder if I’m… as well equipped or um…. I err on the side of relationship, being authentic in 
relationship”. Participant ‘E’ also referred to culture as a mixture of history, genetics and ethnicity in 
terms of themselves as a practitioner in relation to families. Participant ‘J’ perceived their ethnic 
culture as a tool at times within their organisation, to aid responsive practice for families:  
I’m of Māori ethnicity, which was a big tick in terms of doing things different, ‘cause I could 
play that card and say, ‘oh well that’s culturally inappropriate’. You know what I mean? To 
be fair our, our Pakeha superiors didn’t know what to say to that. They didn’t want to 
offend, they did not want to seem to be not supportive of my cultural practice, so they let 
me go for it all... (They) didn’t want a mini protest going on within the organisation 
structure, when the Government’s telling them on one hand... ‘no no you must be 
embracing this’. So, you know, I was kind of a little bit cheeky and played that card when I 
was ah, when I needed it, when it was appropriate to try and do something that was outside 
of the box really.  
Organisational policy and practice influence on cultural frameworks 
 
A number of participants also acknowledged the cultural frameworks of their organisations. Most 
participants reported positively on the bi cultural policy and practice within their organisations, 
including case consults and cultural advisors. Several focus group participants highlighted the need 
for staff and organisational training and awareness of cultural frameworks, as they can be ill-
equipped to engage these. The significance of including wairua was identified by numerous 
participants. Some participants identified that their Strengths based approach to engaging with any 
culture enabled them to be culturally responsive through their relationship rather than a set 
framework: “I err on the side of relationship being authentic in relationship” (Participant ‘E’).  
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Participant ‘G’ perceived the organisational and wider industry view on biculturalism, in particular 
supporting Māori culture being integrated into all areas of social work structures and practice, as 
discriminatory. This participant discussed tikanga appearing to be forced within organisations, 
leading to their own culture seeming to have less significance and the cultural needs of other 
ethnicities being ignored:  
It’s almost like this reverse racism thing happening do you know, that’s how it feels or me... 
And I’ve seen it get worse over the years, Child youth and Family had this um, did up all of 
their rooms and every single room ended up with a Māori name. why? Not all Māoris come 
through the door, and when they talk about statistics, about you know Māori being worse 
off than Pakeha, that’s actually simply not true. When you look at the caseload that I had, it 
wasn’t all Māori families, there were a lot of Pakeha families you know and a lot of Asian 
families that needed help as well… I just think that there’s no balance there anymore and I 
just think that on a cultural level that there’s too much focus in this area and these ones get 
forgotten (Participant ‘G’). 
Participant ‘G’ went on to describe their perception of culture and its relevance within social work:  
I’d love to just see it balanced more you… I’d love to see Pakeha families being on the top of 
the radar as much as the Māori families, or different cultures you know? I think for me, 
they’re people, doesn’t matter where they come from, doesn’t matter what colour their skin 
is, they’re people. All have their things, all have views, all have their own strengths and all 
have their own weaknesses, we’re all people. I love that song the Melting Pot, you know 
chuck us all….  in this pot and melt us all down and we’re just one people (Participant ‘G’).  
Participant ‘K’ also acknowledged the diverse cultural needs of their community, however suggested 
that the Strengths based approach may not be responsive to some cultures: “to be able to 
implement any practice with them, (is) around gathering background information around their 
cultural values, just to see whether it’s going to align with a Strengths based approach or whether it 
better fits somewhere else” (Participant ‘K’). Participant ‘K’ then stated that most ethnic cultures do 
align with the Strengths perspective, relating the common underpinning principles within indigenous 
cultures and Strengths, as “most people want to be able to identify with what they find is their 
Strength”. They identified the challenge is more around how to approach the family, or the time 
needed to be successful in this approach.  
Aotearoa New Zealand ’s position internationally – young and bicultural 
 
One participant with child welfare experience in the United Kingdom described the unique states the 
Aotearoa New Zealand  and United Kingdom child welfare systems are in, highlighting the challenges 
of bicultural legislation in Aotearoa New Zealand  in contrast to the one ‘law of the land’ in the 
United Kingdom:  
New Zealand is practicing to me, two cultures; Whereas the UK primarily is one and 
legislation to try and service both cultures is, it’s often a very difficult thing to meet 
everybody’s needs (Participant ‘L’). 
 They also reflected on the age of legislation in both countries and the contrasting approach from 
the statutory authority of statutory social workers responding to and providing the intervention for 
families with child welfare issues, rather than contracting or referring out to NGOs as in Aotearoa 
New Zealand . 
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Cultural frameworks as a variable construct 
 
Specific cultural frameworks were considered by some social workers, as less relevant to engaging 
with families, than a genuine, responsive approach with families of all cultures. However, a number 
of social workers very fervently identified indigenous frameworks correlating with Strengths based 
practice in terms of their value of human capacity and discussed their success as being responsive 
frameworks, some suggesting more responsive to support families create positive changes and 
healthier family functioning. This highlights how social workers have constructed cultural practice, in 
terms of whether culture guides a practice response, or the practice response of engagement, 
guides the cultural responsiveness.  
Fonofale  
 
The Pasefika model Fonofale was identified by Participant ‘I’. initially Fonofale was discussed in their 
definition of the Strengths perspective: 
 If I put it in a Pacific context, I would I look at the Fonofale model and use their strengths 
model Pou… and the assessment is done through that… of looking at where they are now, 
what’s the best time in their life, what’s happened now (that) is contribute(ing) to it not 
being so great (Participant ‘I’).  
Subsequently it was discussed throughout the interview, in relation to their practice philosophy and 
in examples of Fonofale applied to child welfare cases:  
…when you look at the Fonofale model, it really looks at, at things... because some models 
don’t even take religion into practice and religion has a real influence on their whole 
wellbeing and, and how they’re managed by the external family and community…. I find its 
much kinder way of practice… I find that its flexible but not too flexible, but it gives you a 
really good story if it’s done properly. You get a really good history of the family and where 
they sit... yeah um and sometimes mainstream Palangi frame models (are) really restrictive 
(Participant ‘I’).  
Participant ‘I’ also referenced the Nga Vaka o Kāiga Tapu publication on the Pasefika Proud website, 
highlighting how valued children and their welfare are within the Pacific cultures and their priority in 
addressing child welfare (Ministry of Social Development & Pasefika Proud, 2012). Participant ‘I’ 
spoke of their perception, of Oranga Tamariki (OT) lacking understanding in how Pacific culture 
values the safety of children. Referring to the Nga vaka o Kāinga Tapu resource, Participant ‘I’ 
continued: “you will see in it and this is what all practitioners need to get around their head at OT, is 
that child abuse is not cultural”.  
The cultural divide with Oranga Tamariki 
 
Participant ‘I’ continued from their perception of Oranga Tamariki being culturally ill-equipped to 
respond to Pasefika families. They felt that OT’s view was that children are not valued within 
Pasefika culture, but that this was a major misconception. The misunderstood value in children’s 
wellbeing, was challenged by the participant with the fofola e fala process within this culture to 
open a dialogue around issues, which is specifically used within child welfare.  




Two Kaupapa Māori frameworks were identified in the interviews as relevant to the strengths 
perspective.  Firstly, the Kaupapa Māori model Te Whare Tapa Wha was briefly referenced by 
Participant ‘A’ as a model they use due to the holistic focus on a person’s wellbeing, enabling a focus 
on the ability of people to increase their wellbeing within the four sides if wellbeing. This related to 
the Strengths focus of  focusing on understanding the client’s worldview in order to find strengths 
and increase wellness.  
Secondly, Te Whakakoha Rangatiratanga- growing respectful relationships was comprehensively 
described as a guiding model of practice for engaging with all families, by Participant ‘H’.  
Whakakoha Rangatiratanga which is based on Pohatu’s respectful relationships as a means 
of engagement and as a means of working through…. so, from that ties in very closely with 
sort of... strengths based. But I like that as an overarching philosophy to work from… ‘Cause I 
think that it comes through as respect for, self-respect for others, respect for the 
environment; I think for me that’s very important.  
Working in a Kaupapa Māori organisation with a holistic philosophy was also identified by 
Participant ‘H’ as being very valuable in assisting social work practice to f low in a Strengths Based 
way. “I think that the Kaupapa Māori way is very supportive and does have the tendency to be 
strengths based… its holistic” (Participant ‘H’).  
Conclusion 
This chapter has identified the dominant discourses in how NGO social workers conceptualise the 
Strengths perspective in child welfare social work practice.  How Strengths was constructed in terms 
of knowledge base and understanding of the perspective, assisted in making sense of the 
subsequent themes, as social workers perceptions of Strengths in practice guided what was 
significant for them in terms of key elements and outcomes in the child welfare context.   
Relationships could not be overstated in their significance to every aspect of an NGO child welfare 
intervention. From initial engagement with vulnerable families, through all the phases of Oranga 
Tamariki intervention, relationships were the foundation of both a Strengths based approach to 
child welfare issues and a successful intervention with families.  Added to relationships, the 
elements of looking for positives or finding strengths, time, communication and collaboration were 
unanimously described as key to applying the Strengths perspective in child welfare social work.  
The positive outcomes for NGO social workers and their client families, from applying these 
elements of the Strengths perspective was evident. The element of time created an environment 
supportive of effective engagement with families who due to issues such as grief, trauma or 
readiness, require more time to trust services and engage. The trusting, meaningful relationships 
with families, enabled a greater depth of information to be gathered, resulting in more accurate 
assessment of their capacities.  Further, child safety was seen to be improved through effective 
collaboration between the NGO social worker, Oranga Tamariki, the family and the wider 
community.  
The NGO role itself and the interface with Oranga Tamariki was an important area of discussion for 
participants. The non-statutory position unlocked a Strengths based opportunity for an advocacy 
and mediator role for families with Oranga Tamariki. This enabled families to feel empowered with 
greater understanding of the statutory system and confidence engaging in their system.  
The relationship between NGO and Oranga Tamariki was viewed as a complex necessity, which was 
described by some to be a powerful union, enhancing the capacity and positive outcomes for 
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families. It was also a source of immense frustration for NGO social workers. It could be seen as anti-
Strengths based in the actions and communication between Oranga Tamariki, at risk families and 
NGO social workers. Processes such as submitting a report of concern which focused on deficits and 
the Oranga Tamariki response or lack thereof, as well as family group conferences which 
underutilised useful NGO input added to this. Systemic failures were highlighted as a cause for some 
of the frustration, resulting in poor support and under resourcing of Oranga Tamariki; complicating 
best, safe practice from an NGO perspective.  
Systemic issues and under resourcing were also discussed as contributing factors to perceived 
cultural incompetency within Oranga Tamariki, who have restricted internal trainings which neglect 
core cultural knowledge of Maori and Pasefika families and their functioning. Families strengths and 
capacities can be misunderstood, leading to irreparable harm in Oranga Tamariki interventions. NGO 
social workers described a reluctance to involve Oranga Tamariki unless absolutely necessary for 
these reasons.   
Cultural frameworks were identified as supportive of Strengths, either referring to set models of 
practice, or a more holistic approach to all practice. Maori and Pasefika frameworks were specifically 
identified in not only their resonance with the Strengths perspective, but also in how their holistic 
and affirming approach is successful in improving child safety and family wellbeing.  
These themes indicate NGO social workers’ current conceptions of Strengths, as an approach to child 
welfare social work, the next chapter explores the meaning that can be drawn from these findings.   
Chapter 5: Discussion 
Introduction 
The findings identified in the previous chapter are discussed in this chapter.  This includes exploring 
the meaning that can be understood from the analysis of the interviews, focus group and the 
literature review and how this can benefit child welfare social work for NGO and statutory social 
workers.   
Child welfare social work is known as a challenge internationally, with having to balance social work 
ethics, personal values and child safety legislation and policy. In Aotearoa New Zealand, child welfare 
legislation and organisational policy has continued to be reviewed and restructured over time. The 
most recent changes indicate more responsibility for NGO social workers to manage child welfare 
cases for longer, with less responsibility for statutory social workers. The Strengths perspective is a 
well-established social work theory and model of practice and the benefits of which for families, in 
terms of change and positive outcomes, is evident throughout the literature. Combining the two 
fields however: child welfare and the Strengths perspective, with at times competing priorities and 
expectations, can be challenging to say the least. Child welfare policy and NGO organisational policy 
are often underwritten with Strengths based principles, alongside child safety protocols, but the 
application of policy into practice is not so simple. Understanding how NGO social workers construct 
the meaning of their NGO role within child welfare and where and how the Strengths perspective fits 
within this, will illuminate the current situation for NGO social workers. This indicates what works for 
social workers and families using a Strengths perspective around welfare issues, as well as areas that 




The overall aim of this research was to uncover how NGO social workers in the South Island of 
Aotearoa New Zealand conceptualise the Strengths perspective in child welfare social work. This will 
uncover their constructions of the Strengths perspective and their NGO role within the statutory 
child welfare system, demonstrating how these fit together.   
 
The specific research objective was to identify themes, in relation to how NGO social workers 
conceptualise the Strengths perspective in child welfare cases. This included exploring the following 
areas: 
1. How NGO social workers constructed the Strengths perspective as a theory and where this 
knowledge comes from.  
2. The influence of organisational culture, policy and practice, professional memberships, 
cultural frameworks and Oranga Tamariki processes on NGO social workers perceptions of 
Strengths perspective applied to child welfare social work.  
 
This chapter will revisit the dominant themes generated from the thematic analysis, including 
discussion of the key points related to the wider literature and provide conclusions based on these.  
The summaries and conclusions will be followed by recommendations, including how this research 
could be continued, to establish whether the research objectives have been met.  
 
Summary of Findings and conclusions 
 
As a result of the literature review completed, the semi structured interview with social workers, 
and focus group with wider social service practitioners, the thematic analysis generated themes 
providing insight into how social workers conceptualise the Strength perspective in child welfare. 
The following themes discuss the key concepts NGO social workers identified, supported by the 
literature review and focus group.  




The literature identified the Strengths perspective as having deep roots in social work  in general 
practice as well as in child welfare policy and practice(Saleebey, 1996; Zullo, 2006). The Strengths 
perspective has been lauded through the literature and with participants in this research as a 
successful, capacity building approach to support positive change in individuals and families 
(Saleebey 1996; Katsikitis, Bignell, Rooskov, Elms & Davidson, 2012;Young et al, 2014, Kemp et al, 
2013; Bransford, 2011). This included having the ability to evolve over time, responding to the 
climate it is applied in (Saleebey, 1996).  
Knowledge of the Strengths perspective as a process of learning, was evident in the findings, 
regarding how social workers constructed their knowledge of Strengths. This was described by 
participants as a combination of the Strengths perspective as innate personality traits, developed 
through life and practical experience. Their knowledge and practice were then framed and solidified 
by formal education. 
The literature highlighted the evolving nature of the Strengths perspective and the significance of 
social work training enabling a best practice approach to its application. Saleebey (1996) for example 
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discusses how the Strengths perspective continues to evolve from its origins as a challenge to more 
deficit based models, ensuring its inclusion in current social work practice. This highlights the 
possible variance in how knowledge of the Strengths perspective is constructed, dependent on 
where and at what time knowledge of Strengths was gained. The evolution of social work itself was 
noted by participant ‘J’ as well as Bransford (2011) in discussing the deficit origins of social work 
pathologizing people and neglecting inclusion of capabilities and strengths. This was proven 
overtime to be inefficient in creating or sustaining positive change in families and thus approaches to 
social work with families adapted. Participant ‘J’ continued that more recently, as an experienced 
social worker, they witnessed social work and indeed the Strengths perspective evolving as a 
response to ongoing need within the child welfare sector. This included experiencing the Strengths 
perspective formally being introduced into child welfare practice and policy.   
The findings indicated less experienced social workers had a more pragmatic view of the Strengths 
perspective, one which was limited by case factors and the perspective being viewed as narrow and 
indirect. The literature was consistent with identifying individual social worker perceptions and 
organisational factors being a complicating factor in understanding the Strengths perspective and 
applying it to child welfare case work. Tong (2011) argues the Strengths perspective is vague and 
contradictory, impossible to harmoniously meet the service and relationship needs within a case.  
Tong (2011) suggests Strengths can be viewed at three levels dependent on individual perceptions 
and organisational factors: being directly opposite to deficit as a new intervening approach, 
exploiting the strengths of clients in basic social work practice, or as a broader underpinning 
philosophy. This is consistent with the findings as participants described their understanding of 
strengths as one of, or a mixture of these levels. Social workers’ value and attitude towards applying 
the perspective in child welfare cases, was directly impacted by their perception of its function. 
Oliver and Charles (2015) in their study mentioned in the literature review, proposed that social 
workers held varying views on the Strengths perspective and this influenced how they practiced in 
child welfare cases. Keddell (2017), Toros & LaSala (2018) and Smith’s (2008) research indicated 
attitude, knowledge base and role purpose influence risk assessment in child welfare social work.  
These points raise an important question around how differences in the construction of the 
Strengths perspective, affect social worker perceptions of its effectiveness in child welfare and the 
implications of this in practice.  
The literature review identified the Signs of Safety approach to assessment was created to 
encourage the collaborative aspect of the Strengths perspective and a consistent approach to risk 
assessment (Turnell & Edwards, 1997). The subsequent implementation into statutory practice 
highlighting the intent from policy makers that Strengths could be integrated into child welfare 
social work effectively. The findings indicate some participants viewed the Strengths perspective as a 
necessary way to engage with all families experiencing child welfare issues to maximise their 
potential, whereas several participants advised only using it when deemed ‘relevant’ with a family. 
This could also reflect Saleebey’s (1996) suggestion that the Strengths perspective evolves resulting 
in altered perceptions and applications.  
 The significance of the education and training needed to support the application of the Strengths 
perspective was evident in the findings, providing a base knowledge of the perspective and to 
solidify and frame an existing way of practicing for social workers. Innate personality traits and 
personal values in line with the Strengths perspective were widely reported by participants in this 
research, attributes that cannot be taught through university. For those that possess these traits, 
formal education and life experience further developed these traits into successful practice skills. 
Kemp et al (2013) acknowledge the importance of social work education, organisational training and 
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policy in best preparing social workers to understand and apply the Strengths perspective, using a 
‘positive challenging’ approach. Their study highlighted workers were more able to utilise Strengths 
based practice in child welfare work when they had adequate education and training in being 
positively challenged in their work. Participants also highlighted the benefit formal education and 
organisational trainings had on unifying organisational goals with staff , around the Strengths 
perspective and practice expectations.  
Key Elements 
 
The collective key principles defining the Strengths perspective for social workers in this research 
included: looking for Strengths and positives with clients viewed as their own experts, time to build 
relationships and to move at the client’s pace, collaboration with key stakeholders as well as 
maximising community as a resource.  
The wider literature supported these principles, with numerous studies highlighting these factors as 
integral to the construction of the Strengths perspective in practice. Saleebey (1996), O’Neil (2005) 
and Ward (2015) defined this perspective as an approach which utilises inherent strengths to 
promote change and resilience, being capacity focussed, valuing social justice, respect, sharing of 
power, inclusion and collaboration, transparency and self-determination (O’Neil, 2005 & Saleebey, 
1996).  Saint-Jaques et al (2009) highlights the significance of a partnership with families, with clients 
being experts in their own situation. The role of social workers is to empower families by sharing 
knowledge which they can use to problem solve their own situation. Saleebey (1996) and Saint-
Jaques et al (2009) both recognize community as a resource, an important aspect of a Strengths 
approach. Timing was identified by Cousins (2015) as an integral element of the approach, to 
responsively interact with clients from where they are positioned. Participant ‘C’ also referenced the 
need for time when engaging with parents after the removal of their child, as they need time to 
grieve in order to be able to access strengths. Kemp et al (2013) refers to this as the ‘fragile 
motivation’ of parents who have suffered loss , particularly around the removal of children.   
Young, McKenzie, More, Schjelderup and Walker (2014) identified key theories and knowledges 
important in responding to child welfare issues; including resilience, children’s rights, social 
constructivism, strengths, power, family definition, community development, social justice, learning, 
anti-oppression and cross-cultural. These are also evident in the descriptions by participants of the 
Strengths perspective in practice. Anti-oppression was a strong thread in Participant ‘G’’s interview, 
describing the need for equal rights for all clients in terms of what ‘client type’ had the focus and 
attention of organisations and the wider socio-political atmosphere. Interestingly, their anti-
oppressive stance was largely discussed in relation to the rights of non-Māori and the heightened 
focus they felt Aotearoa New Zealand had on supporting Māori whānau and Māoritanga in practice.  
Paradoxically, the literature paints a dire picture of oppression of Māori whānau through child 
welfare interventions in Aotearoa New Zealand, a critical issue in Aotearoa New Zealand needing 
immediate attention. Atwool (2019) details numerous authors and their reports on recorded history 
and reviews of the harmful and oppressive treatment of Māori through the Aotearoa New Zealand 
child welfare system. Atwool (2019) proposes a collective call to focus attention on anti-oppressive 
practices for Māori, who have appeared to suffer the greatest harm through the current and past , 





There are several learnings from this research regarding the construction of knowledge for social 
workers, concerning the Strengths perspective in child welfare. The Strengths perspective best 
applied to child welfare practice has been identified as a process of learning; a combination of 
formal education through university or other trainings, life experience and practical social work 
experience. The attributes of the Strengths perspective in behaviour and relationships has also been 
identified as innate personality traits of social workers who feel an alignment with the perspective. 
The implications of this could influence screening in recruitment of social workers.  
The construction of the Strengths perspective in practice was reflective of Tong’s (2011) three levels 
of function, dependent on individual social worker perceptions and organisational factors. Even 
though the function of Strengths and its limitations varied, there was consensus between all 
participants and the literature regarding the key elements of this perspective; relationships, finding 
positives or strengths, time, communication and collaboration. With a belief that every person 
carries strengths and the ability to make change within their lives, social workers identified their role 
in finding and identifying these, assisting families to maximise their capacities, promoting health and 
wellbeing and improving child safety. This is achieved through building trusting relationships over 
time, based on honest, transparent communication and collaboration with families, Oranga Tamariki 
and the wider community.  
Discussion of Theme 2: Relationships are key: 
 
From initial engagement, through assessment and intervention work and Oranga Tamariki 
processes, relationships were reported as the most significant element of the Strengths perspective 
in being successful in child welfare cases. This transcended all of the influences on social workers 
such as culture and policy, client type or mandate and navigating Oranga Tamariki processes of 
intervention with families. Relationships had the power to break down barriers, to maximise 
strengths and capacity and to mediate between families and the often daunting engagement with 
Oranga Tamariki.  
The value of relationships that families held with NGO social workers, was discussed by all 
participants; from advocacy and empowerment, to enduring support. The wider literature supported 
the privileged position of NGOs in child welfare, in terms of how this environment is supportive of 
accommodating Strengths based practice. Piotrowicz and Cianciara (2013), identified the benefit of a 
non-political environment where the organisation is not founded on, or reacting directly to 
legislation in all their functioning. They identified how this gave NGO social workers the ability to 
collaborate within the community and build more organic relationships and systems, responsive to 
families in their community. Families were also able to have more participatory relationships with 
NGO social workers due to the time and resource available within this system, compared to the 
stretched resources in the statutory system. Saleebey (1996) discusses how the caring relationship 
between social worker and client, which is enabled within an NGO environment, can have a positive 
influence on effecting change, increasing the capacity of engagement and intervention.  
The importance of perseverance in initial and with inconsistent engagement with families, was 
evident in the findings. Wider literature discussed engagement with families, Kemp et al (2013) 
identifying the “negative expectancies” clients can have leading to a general mistrust of services.  
This could be as a result of poor service experience in the past or negative interactions with social 
workers and resulted in resistance and doubt in the value of future services. Kemp et al (2013) 
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discussed the necessity of overcoming this, identifying that parental buy in through a capacity 
building approach, provides the best results for families. 
Participant’s ‘E’ and ‘G’ discussed persevering with relationship building and engagement, 
consistency demonstrating a commitment that families value and utilise when they are ready, even 
though it may feel difficult at the time. Literature from Chablani and Spinney (2011) describe this 
consistent attempt at engagement as “relentless outreach”, effective in their study of successful 
interventions with at-risk teenage mothers. Chablani and Spinney (2011)  acknowledged, as 
participants of this research did, that clients are at varying stages of readiness to engage. Influenced 
by various internal and external factors such as development and trauma, relentless outreach 
enables the foundation of transformative relationships to develop with hard to reach and the most 
at risk clients.  
Relationships were discussed as beneficial to the child welfare process as they enabled families 
hope. They could look past what was described by some participants as a ‘problem-saturated’ 
situation and uncover positives and strengths that could be extended on or utilised in overcoming 
and addressing child welfare concerns. The wider literature supported the importance of the 
strengths based relationship between families and social workers as a foundation for intervention. 
Saint-Jaques et al (2009) and Saleebey (1996) in the earlier literature review discuss the power of 
the caring relationship between social worker and client in effecting change. Cousins (2015) 
discussed how finding the exceptions, the demonstrated strengths and building on these to find 
solutions, was a successful strategy to enable positive change.  
Social workers were confident their Strengths based approach to relationships with families enabled 
them to endure through the often challenging Oranga Tamariki processes, particularly reporting of 
concern. Hannan (2014) in a study on the impact of notifications, now termed as reports of concern, 
also found NGOs having an understanding of the statutory system and being transparent about child 
welfare concerns, were factors in relationships being maintained. This supports the participants of 
this research prioritising honesty and transparency with families from the outset of their 
relationships, regarding their obligations around child welfare concerns and the benefit of continued 
engagement.   
It was evident in the findings that relationships were of significant importance to the success of 
crossing cultural barriers, as well as being foundational to relevant cultural frameworks social 
workers had knowledge of, particularly for Māori and Pasefika. Stanley (2000) discusses the notion 
of ‘becoming whānau’, building such a relationship of trust and respect as a practitioner engaging 
with the whānau that the practitioner is accepted into the whānau.   The significance of this  as a 
necessity, with any social service work with Māori to enable a successful intervention, highlights the 
value of relationships within Māoritanga.  
In terms of Pasefika culture, relationships are foundational to the Pasefika world view. Ponton 
(2018) identifies within Samoan culture, people interpret themselves in relation to others and there 
are strong links to nature, people and living and non-living things. Participant ‘I’ identified the 
Pasefika Fonofale model of practice to engaging with all child welfare cases and emphasized the 
success of this approach.  Being holistic, valuing and engaging with each family and all the links or 
connections they have physically, mentally and spiritually, naturally identified and mobilised 





Relationships are highly valued within social work practice and it seems considerably in Strengths 
based practice when addressing child welfare concerns. Building rapport and solidifying trusting, as 
well as transparent and enduring relationships were consistent priorities for the social workers in 
this research and this was supported by the literature. Building these valuable relationships unlocked 
doors to a depth of information and understanding of families, crossing cultural barriers,  
subsequently increasing capacity of engagement with families, particularly through Oranga Tamariki 
processes such as reports of concern.  
Discussion of Theme 3: Tension management at the NGO/Oranga 
Tamariki interface.  
 
Working with child welfare cases in an NGO role proved challenging and supportive in applying the 
Strengths perspective to practice. NGO social workers described internal and external challenges 
being positioned as an NGO social worker, within the child welfare system.  Several social workers 
identified an internal struggle being Strengths based in child welfare cases, described as the “least 
favourite part of social work” (Participant ‘C’). Working within multidisciplinary teams with 
professions that may not share the same knowledge base and are unfamiliar with the Strengths 
perspective or obligations under the Oranga Tamariki Act 1989, also led to disputes at times 
regarding priorities in case management. Several key areas were identified by social workers 
regarding their NGO role, the influence of this working from a non-statutory position and engaging a 
strengths perspective within statutory processes. The deeper more trusting relationship NGO social 
workers described with families, enabled an advantage in creating and sustaining engagement either 
strategically; collaborating with Oranga Tamariki, or naturally; resulting from families’ often 
distrusting relationship with the Oranga Tamariki social worker or intervention. In a seemingly less 
threatening position NGO social workers described their unique position, with time enabling greater 
depth of rapport and more flexible resources in their organisations, than Oranga Tamariki,.   
Advocate and mediator 
NGO social workers commonly described their role as an advocate for families throughout an Oranga 
Tamariki intervention. This included helping to mediate in meetings with Oranga Tamariki, ensuring 
the family’s rights are being upheld and their voices being heard. The advocacy role for social 
workers highlights the tension of systematic, neo liberal influences, assuming individual 
responsibility for personal and social issues devoid of state responsibility, which Gray (2011) and 
Keddell et al (2016) discussed. This is also supported by Connolly (2006) and Roose et al (2012) who 
purport families must be considered in the wider social political environment.  All the NGO social 
workers who had previous experience working as a statutory social worker, identified the benefit 
this had in having confidence in their role supporting families effectively and working collaboratively 
with Oranga Tamariki through an intervention. The contracting environment challenged this 
position, as social workers found the reporting back requirements, particularly with parenting 
assessments, too often be deficit based. Another frustration was social workers believing they were 
reporting back crucial information of the current situation for families. Their views were not then 
considered by Oranga Tamariki in their decision making and affected the intervention pathway.  
Ngo culture shaping application of strengths 
The organisational culture was reported to have a significant effect on NGO social workers ’ 
perceptions of Strengths, in relation to their organisational goals and practice expectations. Smith 
(2008) identified that how social workers perceived their role in child welfare directly influenced 
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their intervention with families. An organisational culture of social workers perceiving their role to 
support family preservation could encourage more commitment to therapeutic work with families to 
remain intact, rather than an organisation where social workers perceive their role as more risk 
averse and subsequently report concern quicker.  Generally, social workers felt well supported by 
their organisations in using a Strengths based framework and this was mirrored in their policies. 
However, some participants described how organisational culture can be counter-productive to the 
application of Strengths, even when it is the organisation’s policy.  Management staff not modelling 
Strengths internally created a negative atmosphere amongst social work staff. The internal bias of 
colleagues regarding long term client families or intergenerational service users, who are seen in 
terms of their deficit regardless of their change over time, also impeded unbiased peer or 
supervisory discussions regarding these cases. Kemp et al (2013) and Keddell (2017) both discuss the 
impact of social worker attitudes, experience, knowledge and organisational influences on their 
perceptions of risk and safety. This contributes to moulding collegial relationships and potential 
shared bias, or collective enactment of Strengths. Social workers generally reported their 
professional memberships guided their practice, either as a daily influence or more of an 
underpinning ethical guideline. The training opportunities provided by the likes of ANZASW were 
unanimously supported in principle, with social workers citing lack of time to engage as fully as 
desired. Kemp et al  (2013) discuss the importance of organisational training opportunities to 
enhance practice. A combination of organisational trainings and creating more time for professional 
training through ANZASW, may encourage organisational culture to work through internal bias and 
support an organisational Strengths based approach (Kemp et al, 2013).  
What works 
 
The influence of individual social worker perception on the assessment of risk, based on knowledge 
and attitudes, was acknowledged in numerous literature (Smith, 2008; Kemp et al, 2013; Keddell, 
2017; Toros  & LaSala, 2018). Keddell (2017) identified biases toward race and socio-economic 
factors, as well as individual perceptions of ‘strengths’ directly influenced the perception of risk and 
subsequent decisions regarding intervention. While Smith’s (2008) study highlighted the attitudes of 
social workers regarding their role directly influenced the level of engagement from families. Kemp 
et al (2013) discuss the influence of organisational policies, tools and culture influencing their 
perceptions and subsequent practice. Social workers were unanimous in identifying that their 
personal value base aligned with Strengths principles and this was perceived to support their 
successful application of a Strengths approach in child welfare practice. On reflection of this, a focus 
group participant questioned whether screening potential social work employees for these innate 
values would be useful in recruiting social workers with a Strengths based disposition to enable best 
practice. Whether social workers whose personal values did not align with a Strengths perspective 
were successful in applying Strengths was not explored in this research and could be beneficial to 
further research.  
Supervision was also unilaterally agreed by participants to be a crucial element of practice within an 
NGO, to navigate all the complex dynamics being considered with child welfare cases. The necessity 
of quality supervision to navigate complex dynamics professionally, personally and systemically was 
asserted in the interviews and focus group. O’Neil (2005) discusses the importance in supervision 
and management for frontline workers, allowing them hope, rather than fear when navigating child 





NGO social workers are in a unique position in their role, working with families within the statutory 
child welfare system. Strategic and natural relationship patterns can position NGO social workers to 
have the upper hand with families who may find engaging with Oranga Tamariki difficult when 
responding to child welfare concerns. Organisations also play a key role in shaping the application of 
Strengths within their culture and policies. Additional to the key elements of a Strengths perspective, 
innate personal values in line with Strengths, enhance its application and is significant in considering 
the recruitment of NGO social workers and the shaping of organisational culture. Supervision was a 
critical function, helping to ground NGO social workers to find their footing in a position where 
statutory and non-statutory processes, values and philosophies can collide.   
Discussion of Theme 4: Success with Strengths in Child welfare 
 
Exploration of social worker perceptions of applying the Strengths perspective to child welfare cases, 
identified what they considered successful thinking and practice, in terms of positive outcomes for at 
risk children and families.  
More accurate assessments 
 
Strong, genuine relationships  between families and NGO social workers, supplemented by the more 
generous allocation of time than Oranga Tamariki are afforded, lead to a depth of assessment more 
accurate in understanding true capacity in resolving child welfare issues.  Assessment of families 
with child welfare concerns can be the point of most significance, as the path of intervention is 
drawn from what is assessed. Inaccurate assessment could lead to detrimental outcomes for 
children and families with their strengths and capacity under or overestimated. The wider literature 
discussed assessment in child welfare regarding the Strengths perspective. Keddell (2015) highlights 
along with participants, Oranga Tamariki social workers having significant time pressures, limiting 
engagement with families and minimising the assessment information available. Roose  et al (2012) 
also refers to statutory misconception of risk due to families’ mistrust leading to poor engagement, 
rather than lack of capacity. Keddell’s (2015) study identified Oranga Tamariki social workers in this 
position tended to be more deficit based in their decision making. The comprehensive assessments 
NGO social workers are able to ascertain have proved valuable with participants in this research, 
dispelling misconceptions of family motivation and illuminating more accurate strengths and 
capacities, feeding into the Oranga Tamariki assessment.  
Collaboration improving child safety 
 
Collaboration between NGO social worker, family, Oranga Tamariki, schools, supports and 
community members enabled a cohesive engagement with families and their key supports, 
ultimately improving child safety through effective communication and participation of those 
involved. O’Neil (2005) and Saleebey (1996) identify collaboration as one of the key interdependent 
principles of the Strengths perspective, along with transparency, self-determination, inclusion, 
respect, social justice, capacity focus and the sharing of power. The sharing of power was commonly 
identified by social workers in the interviews. This referred to the necessity of clients and families 
taking back power and autonomy over their lives, as being seen as experts of their lives by social 
workers enabled greater engagement and motivation for change. When sharing power 
collaboratively with family and key community networks, families felt more empowered to move 
forward positively. Turnell and Edwards (1997) discuss the significance of this in their development 
of the Signs of Safety approach to child protection social work, creating a partnership between 
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families and the social worker, handing power back to the family. Some social workers also identified 
the difficulty of sharing power in the family group conference process, describing a power play with 
Oranga Tamariki in the meetings at times. However, in terms of collaboration, this process was often 
viewed as supportive and productive. Collaboration was ultimately viewed by social workers to 
improve child safety by developing a safety network around the child and family; including church, 
education providers and wider community members. This increases the support and monitoring of 
the child and family’s wellbeing, through ongoing communication and participation.  
Time enables effective engagement 
The element of time was continuously highlighted underpinning successful strength based practice, 
as it generated a relationship and environment supportive of effective, change making engagement. 
Time was described by social workers, as a means to overcome barriers caused by trauma or 
readiness to change. It was identiified by Participant ‘C’ as key to “getting over the wall” with 
children in the midst of child welfare interventions who find it hard to trust new faces and changes 
the intervention creates in their life. Time enabled an authentic understanding of family culture and 
functioning to be gathered by the social worker. The benefit of this was mentioned earlier with more 
accurate assessment, as well as a more genuine, trusting relationships with families increasing 
motivation and ability to maximise capacities. Keddell (2017), Oliver and Charles (2015) and O’Neil 
(2005) talked about the time pressure statutory social workers experience due to legal and practice  
timeframes and the negative affect this has on engagement, ability to assess accurately and 
maintaining a strengths perspective when weighing child safety. The NGO position where time is a 
resource is often more readily available, combats these issues. Hill (2008) discusses the difficulty in 
negotiating time as a resource, into child welfare policy where time allows for long term change to 
occur, where policy makers are often focused on short term solutions. The benefit however, in terms 
of developing an effective engagement with families, improving family wellbeing through a longer 
term intervention, is evident in the social workers perceptions of successful practice in this research.  
Conclusion 
 
These three outcome areas for success with a Strengths approach in child welfare; more accurate 
assessments, collaboration improving child safety and time enabling effective engagement, are very 
beneficial in understanding the value of the Strengths perspective overall as an approach to child 
welfare issues. This is particularly so in the NGO sector when limited resourcing can be more 
responsive to client need in terms of social workers’ responsiveness to client families and their key 
support networks including Oranga Tamariki.  
 
Discussion of Theme 5: Limitations and barriers to being Strengths 
based in child welfare work. 
 
The limitations and barriers ranged from individual perception of constraints, internal organisational 
bias or risk averse policies, to lack of funding and resources across agencies and systems to 
adequately support families.  
The Strengths perspective viewed as a tool relevant only in some situations, rather than an 
overarching approach to all cases, was identified by several social workers . O’Neil (2005) stipulated 
a range of approaches are needed to successfully intervene  in child welfare cases and Cousins 
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(2015) regarded perceived risks in the Strengths perspective as a sole response. O’Neil (2005) 
presented the belief that a variety of approaches are needed to meet a client’s needs at any one 
time, still acknowledging the usefulness of a Strengths approach when timed, in clarifying concerns. 
With the complexities of child welfare Social work, a multivariate theoretical approach, including the 
Strengths perspective alongside culturally responsive, family-led, child-centred and evidence based 
approaches, may produce better outcomes for child and family wellbeing (Connolly, 2006). 
“Strengths-based child protection interventions are premised on the assumption that change is 
needed and that sustainable change is more likely to occur when it builds on what people can 
already do and what makes sense in their context” (O’Neil, 2005, p. 29). 
This also relates to Tong (2011) identifying three levels of function in understanding the Strengths 
perspective: an intervening theory, basic view of practice or philosophical principle. When individual 
social workers held the view that it was an intervening theory, opposite to deficit approaches, there 
was criticism it would overlook concerns. Whereas, when viewed as a philosophical principle this 
transcended all practice, assisting in addressing the concern. This can account for some of the 
conflicting data regarding the function and limitation of the Strengths perspective.  
The risk of a Strengths based approach ignoring or minimising risk in child welfare cases was 
identified by some social workers. Most participants reported the Strengths perspective guided an 
approach directly confronting concerns through honesty and transparency. The wider literature 
highlighted these conflicting views in social work. Cousins (2015) discussed the risk of ignoring 
concerns not reducing the risk to children, stating there needs to be a balance of maintaining a 
positive outlook and maximising child safety. However, O’Neil (2005) has counter criticisms, arguing 
that the Strengths perspective encourages addressing child welfare concerns through the 
empowering relationship built between social worker and family.   
How risk is weighed during assessment by NGO social workers and Oranga Tamariki social workers 
varied at times. This left NGO social workers frustrated that either children were remaining in unsafe 
situations, or detrimental Oranga Tamariki interventions were harming families more than the child 
welfare issues themselves, contradicting a Strengths approach. Keddell (2017) discussed the 
construction of risk and how numerous factors such as attitude, knowledge and experience, 
resourcing, including time pressure and political orientation, influence of the construction of risk by 
social workers. NGO social workers identified the greater depth of assessment information they 
gather through their relationship with the family, being richer in time could be a factor in this.  
Organisational culture and policy were at times viewed as risk averse or limiting due to service 
requirements and the Strengths perspective not being modelled by management. Young et al (2014) 
discuss how organisational structures and patterns influence the child welfare response within an 
organisation. If the organisation or management are not modelling a Strengths based approach 
internally this could limit staff ability to effectively integrate this in their practice, as participant ‘E’ 
described.  
Inadequate resourcing within NGOs, Oranga Tamariki and the wider child welfare system was a 
resounding frustration with social workers. Time limitations restricted engagement opportunities 
with families. Funding limitations restricted social workers’ ability to assist families accessing their 
strengths and grow their potential, as overcoming inequality and poverty issues leading to child 
welfare risk was beyond what individual workers could achieve. Saleebey (1996), Saint-Jaques et al 
(2009) and Gray (2011) all discussed the challenge of accessing adequate resources within the child 
welfare system and community, in working to address child welfare issues. Saint-Jaques et al (2009) 
discuss the community as a valuable resource for example, which could develop a community 
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garden for families addressing nutritional needs. However, if the community is not resourced or 
mobilised to create this, it becomes inaccessible. Gray (2011) further points out the added strain of 
pushing responsibility onto the community to address child welfare issues if the community is 
already overstretched. Stanley (2000) purports the lack of knowledge regarding Māori culture can 
limit resourcing as the resourcing needs are not understood by social workers or organisations. This 
was echoed by participants in this research. Hill (2008) similarly highlighted the limitations of 
adequate time and resourcing to enable an effective Strengths based intervention and suggested 
this be written into policy to maximise access to adequate resourcing. While Devaney et al (2017) 
suggest broadening the Strengths perspective to include the ecological model in child welfare, 
increasing resourcing through the inclusion of the systems approach.   
Numerous social workers identified client factors as barriers to engaging effectively from a Strengths 
perspective; mental health, trauma, grief, substance abuse, superficial engagement and negative 
expectancies. The barriers related to social workers recognising the increased time needed to 
develop a trusting relationship. This was not always possible with organisational or Oranga Tamariki 
timeframes regarding their intervention and client readiness or lack thereof, preventing purposeful 
engagement. The wider literature had contrasting views on client factors and the application of 
Strengths. Cousins (2015) found Strengths to be limiting in its ignorance of trauma, leading to 
traumatisation of children with concerns not being addressed by a new ‘helper’ in their lives, along 
with other client problems, due to its enduring positive outlook. Whereas O’Neil (2005) proposes the 
Strengths perspective offers an effective approach to communicating and addressing client 
problems, led by the client. O’Neil (2005) identified that many client factors leading to abuse and 
neglect cannot be addressed in one on one relationships, as they are the responsibility of 
community and wider systems, limiting individual case work success.  
Conclusion 
 
Limitations of the Strengths perspective were perceived as structural, regarding the construction of 
the Strengths perspective and its function, the construction of risk and client factors. Generally, NGO 
social workers identified these limitations could be overcome with organisational support and 
resourcing, as well as a more holistic perception of Strengths as a model of practice alongside 
others.  
Discussion of Theme 6: Statutory intervention: the entanglement with 
Oranga Tamariki 
 
An entanglement with Oranga Tamariki, appeared the most appropriate way to describe how social 
workers perceived their NGO role, when engaging with a statutory intervention. A mixture of legal 
and organisational responsibilities, communication expectations, managing relationships with 
families and Oranga Tamariki, as well as being part of, or not included in, statutory intervention 
processes, lead to layer upon layer of entanglement. The NGO social worker was reliant on 
communication and collaboration with Oranga Tamariki to ensure families were being appropriately 
supported and Oranga Tamariki was reliant on the NGO social worker to enact and support their 
interventions and planning. An interdependence, with at times vastly different funding, mandates 
and perceptions of safety is the result.  
Child welfare systems needing to be underpinned by the Strengths perspective in principle and 
purpose, was identified by several social workers. This highlighted the evolution of child welfare 
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social work in Aotearoa New Zealand  and the growing need for a kinder, more capacity focus to 
addressing child welfare concern.  Numerous authors also discuss Strengths as a key foundation to 
child welfare systems internationally (Kemp et al, 2013; Toros & LaSala, 2018; Devaney et al, 2017; 
Abdullah, 2011). However, NGOs and Oranga Tamariki although sharing a similar purpose regarding 
child safety and family wellbeing, have different mandates and different structures and resourcing 
This caused friction at times in the joint response to families experiencing child welfare concerns.  
The changes to the Oranga Tamariki Act 1989 in 2017 stipulating communities and NGOs were a key 
issue discussed in this research.  Tasked with greater responsibility in the child welfare response, the 
strain this placed on NGO practice and relationships with families and Oranga Tamariki was evident.  
The literature discussed the shift to personal and community responsibility for child welfare issues 
and the reduced function of Oranga Tamariki as a result (Keddell et al, 2016). Keddell et al (2016) 
identified the neo liberal influence on social policy, creating tight and punitive policies while 
withdrawing social and economic protections. Gray (2011), O’Neil (2005) and Eketone (2006) 
recognised the burden of attempting to address wider societal issues such as poverty, when it lies 
with NGO social workers who do not have the authority or resources to address them. This 
frustration was shared by the social workers in this study, Participant ‘E’ referring to fee ling like a 
‘boot boy’ for Oranga Tamariki, ill-equipped in terms of resources to affect the change needed.  
The identification of strengths and risks, by who and to what end, was a significant discussion from 
participants in this research. Social workers described at times being on the same page with Oranga 
Tamariki regarding what strengths a family possess and what risks exist for the children and how this 
translates to an appropriate intervention. Many social workers also expressed frustration over a 
disparity in the perception of strengths and risks in a family. This resulted in Oranga Tamariki 
ultimately taking action in cases the NGO social workers felt either left children in unsafe 
environments or removed them from situations which could be made safe, causing them more harm 
from the trauma of removal, than the existence of child welfare concerns. The construction of 
strengths and risks was the underlying variable in the examples social workers described, influenced 
by the amount of time spent with the family. NGO social workers often felt they had the benefit of 
time over Oranga Tamariki and potentially had more reliable assessment information regarding risk 
and capacity. Knowledge base regarding risk and child abuse, experience in the field and attitudes to 
child welfare, such as family preservation or being risk averse were also factors identified by 
participants. These influences are congruent with literature discussing influences in the construction 
of risk, and the related practice decisions in terms of intervention pathways (Keddell, 2017; Oliver 
and Charles, 2015; O’Neil, 2005).The wider literature also discusses the construction of risk as a key 
factor in child welfare response, with Hill’s (2008) research into child welfare policy, as well as  
Farmer (1998) and Keddell (2015)  exploring risk assessment in child welfare, ensuring children are 
not left vulnerable to harm. 
The inconsistency in Oranga Tamariki responses to child welfare cases, was repeated by all social 
workers, describing a ‘lottery’ feeling if reporting concern to Oranga Tamariki or working with a 
family going through this process. Some participants pointed to individual worker discretion, based 
on knowledge, experience and knowledge base as cause for the variance in response. This could be 
related to the construction of risk, or other pressures on Oranga Tamariki social workers at the time 
of responding such as lack of time and appropriate support (Keddell, 2015; Keddell, 2017; Farmer, 
1998). The inconsistency of responses created a lack of confidence in the wider child welfare system, 
NGO social workers scrutinising potential child welfare concerns more and weighing up whether to 
take the risk of reporting concern. Participants described considering the variety of Oranga Tamariki 
social workers and their individual attitudes, the timeliness of their response and how they would 
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assess the family, was ultimately  helpful to improving child safety and the family situation. The 
detrimental impact, of the commonly described lack of response from Oranga Tamariki, on NGO 
social workers’ relationship with families was significant. A lot of time and effort had been put in to 
prepare the family for Oranga Tamariki involvement as a result of the social worker’s perceived risk 
to child safety. Participants felt when there is a lack of response, or Oranga Tamariki weighed the 
strengths and risks differently than the NGO social worker, families lost confidence in the social 
worker, or the child welfare system. Families either seemed to feel despair for being left to continue 
managing a difficult situation, or feeling as if they have beaten the system regardless of their 
children’s needs being met. This was described as a significant challenge for NGO social workers.  
The family group conference process was of particular interest in this research for participants for a 
number of reasons. Although some social workers acknowledged the Strengths based origins of the 
family group conference and many valued the opportunity for clients’ voices being heard and the 
opportunity to collaborate, many also found it can be a ‘tick box’ exercise, which at times displayed a 
power play by Oranga Tamariki in their running of the meetings.  The literature acknowledged this 
tension for NGO social workers, their professional confidence and practice knowledge, alongside the 
political orientation influencing the implementation of child welfare policy (Kemp et al, 2013; 
Keddell, 2017). There was also concern raised by social workers that family group conferences too 
easily lean focus toward the adult issues in a family which dominates discussion and neglects the 
children’s needs. This concern was also raised by Cousins (2015) regarding the over identification 
with parents by social workers and how an overly optimistic approach can lead to the child’s voice 
being lost.  
Conclusion 
 
Numerous tensions have been identified by NGO social workers in maintaining strengths based with 
families through the statutory system and in direct interactions; which due to political, resourcing, 
organisational and cultural influences, can be inconsistent in response to vulnerable families. It was 
evident that NGO social workers valued collaboration and continued to try and overcome their 
frustrations. Advocacy and communication were key to success with this and contributed to the 
strength in unity between NGO and Oranga Tamariki responding to families, benefitting improved 
child safety.   
Discussion of Theme 7: cultural frameworks and their alignment with 
Strengths perspective and child welfare. 
 
A collective belief in humans’ innate capacity and value of community as a resource led to a 
generally positive view of cultural frameworks and their congruence with the Strengths perspective.  
Cultural frameworks held significance for a number of social workers, not only in social workers 
identifying personal congruence, but also in the most effective ways to engage and intervene in child 
welfare cases. This was a somewhat unexpected area of focus, driven by social workers’ cultural 
influences ethnically, spiritually and professionally. The value social workers and focus group 
participants placed in cultural frameworks being aligned with the Strengths perspective, resonated 
with the literature regarding other cultural principles of change work  such as the Fitra, or original 
purity in Muslim culture (Abdullah, 2015), the principles of Māoritanga such as mana, Tapu, the role 
of whānau, hapu and iwi in achieving wellness and respecting the Tikanga around this (Shirres, 1997; 
Ruwhiu, 2018; Eruera and Ruwhiu, 2014; Stanley, 2000; Saleebey, 1996).  
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The perceptions of cultural frameworks were diverse, indicating knowledge construction of culture 
varied for social workers. More experienced social workers viewed culture as a vast term which in 
terms of practice, enabled the social worker to learn the individual family culture and be responsive 
to this as a framework. Others referred to specific indigenous models and how they engage these in 
practice. Then, the indigenous or religious cultural frameworks for some were the foundation of 
their practice. The perceived congruence of ethnic and religious cultural frameworks with the 
Strengths perspective and as an effective intervention, was universally described by participants.  
Numerous indigenous frameworks were identified in the literature and by social workers, describing 
the focus within these frameworks on capacity building and their success within child welfare cases. 
These frameworks included Kaupapa Māori frameworks Te Whakakoha Rangatiratanga, Poutama, Te 
Whare Tapa Wha, Te Mahi Whakamana; the Pasefika Fonofale model and the Islamic notion of Fitra.  
Māoritanga 
 
The literature regarding Māoritanga in social work very clearly evidenced a congruence with the 
principles of the Strengths perspective and how the holistic framework, incorporating wairua and 
extended whānau, was successful in bringing growth and change with Māori in child welfare work. 
Saleebey (1996) advised of the power of relationships as a foundation to change work with families 
within the Strengths perspective and Hollis-English (2012) echoed this in relation to Māoritanga. The 
literature was consistent with the interview and focus group participants, identifying indigenous 
frameworks as a successful and organic means of achieving the positive outcomes for families cross 
culturally, from a Strengths perspective. This was related to the value placed on innate human and 
spiritual capacity, as well as the holistic view of  a person’s wellness including spiritual, family and 
community dimensions. Eruera and Ruwhiu (2014) highlighted the significance of a holistic 
perspective of wellbeing, and particularly the concept of Tiaki Mokopuna in relation to the value of 
tamariki ora within Māoritanga. The Poutama model of addressing child welfare concerns step by 
step, whilst respecting tikanga and the  mana of whānau, supporting whānau by building appropriate 
relationships, as well as Te Whakakoha Rangatiratanga growing respectful relationships with Māori, 
were two key approaches to engaging with Māori success to address child welfare concerns.  
Fonofale 
 
The Fonofale model, a Pasefika approach to child welfare cases, mirroring Strengths principles of 
capacity focus and community as a resource, was significant for one participant. This based not only 
their practice but also shaping their organisations’. Participant ‘I’s description of success with the 
Fonofale model utilising organic community and family relationships within engagement, relates to  
Eketone’s (2006) Strengths based community development model and the success mobilising the 
community has on family wellbeing. A key factor in this Pasefika model was identified as applying 
appropriate tikanga with a knowledge of Pasefika family functioning, being a more holistic and 
flexible in approaching child welfare issues, enabling a more client led intervention.  Participant ‘I’ 
was scathing of situations where Oranga Tamariki response had shown a lack of cultural insight, 
leading to detrimental interventions into Pasefika families. Stanley’s (2000) issue of insufficient 
cultural knowledge with social workers in child welfare and the subsequent negative impact on 
outcomes for families, was evident in descriptions of practice for both Pasefika and Māori families 
NGO social workers were involved with.  The lack of adequate training and understanding of Māori 
and Pasefika culture, family functioning and structure within Oranga Tamariki and NGOs was a 
significant issue a number of participants highlighted, raising concern for unnecessary harm or 





Cultural perspectives centred on human capacity, often with a holistic view of people, including 
wider family and spirituality, were commonly viewed as compatible with a Strengths based approach 
and highlighted successful, indigenous approaches to improving child and family wellbeing.  
A significant issue was raised by social workers and the literature regarding inadequate knowledge 
and training regarding Māori and Pasefika families, crucial for engaging effectively with these 
families to prevent further harm to families. For more positive outcomes to be experienced by these 
families, a greater depth of applied knowledge and understanding is needed of Māori and Pasefika 
frameworks and families from Oranga Tamariki in particular, to ensure vulnerable children are not 
being further harmed by ill-equipped social workers.   
Summary/conclusion  
 
The question of how NGO social workers conceptualise the Strengths perspective in child welfare 
cases, has been answered in the descriptions of practice and perceptions of social workers involved 
in this project, supported by the feedback of focus group participants and the wider literature. This 
project revealed a consensus of Strengths based principles in practice, as well as a variance in 
understanding of its function in general practice and in child welfare. Whether a philosophical base 
or intervention model, it was unanimous that relationships held the most significance in a Strengths 
based approach, unlocking capacity in families, crossing cultural barriers and maximising 
collaboration opportunities. The NGO role in a statutory system, as well as direct interactions with 
Oranga Tamariki staff and processes yielded both challenges and cohesion with family interventions 
as discussed below, along with cultural successes and challenges.  
The Strengths perspective, although bandied about often in social work policy and practice, critically 
viewed as a catch phrase or self-limiting in its principles, is clearly still perceived as an incredibly 
useful approach, particularly to child welfare. Although varied in the construction of its function in 
practice, the principles and successes of the Strengths perspective within child welfare social work 
were unanimous in this research. A capacity focused approach encourages empowering and 
enduring relationships with families, assists in families overcoming various barriers within the child 
welfare system and can be viewed as integral in creating an environment of change and capability 
internally and externally for families. Having an in depth understanding of families, accessing their 
inherent strengths, a relationship fostering respect, integrity and mana through honesty, 
transparency, the sharing of power and collaboration, is the foundation of NGO social workers 
Strengths based practice. This leads to child welfare concerns being confronted in a constructive and 
holistic way. The affordability of time, over the time pressured Oranga Tamariki role enabled 
effective engagement and the development of the type of relationship mentioned above, which also 
resulted in more accurate assessments of families which could be utilised by Oranga Tamariki.  
Collaboration with family, community and Oranga Tamariki often strengthened interventions for 
families, enabling ongoing communication and active participation of plans, sometimes improving 
child safety and family wellbeing. NGO social workers perceived their role as mediator between 
families and Oranga Tamariki through whānau hui and Oranga Tamariki plans, advocating for 
families’ rights and voices in a time poor system saturated in legal directives.  
The entanglement with Oranga Tamariki is a necessary, beneficial and incredibly frustrating 
relationship for NGO social workers to negotiate throughout a child welfare intervention. The 
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inescapable interactions have been viewed positively by some, as brilliant examples of collaboration 
at its best, through communication, participation and commitment from both NGO and statutory 
services. This enabled the best support for families to address child welfare concerns from 
participants perspectives. At its worst, NGO social workers experienced inconsistency of response 
creating frustration from the resulting action or inaction Oranga Tamariki follow through, this 
appears to be dependent on individual social workers and an overstretched, under supported 
statutory system. Poor quality supervision, limited resources and restricted internal trainings were 
described as constraints, preventing the professional and cultural growth of Oranga Tamariki social 
workers needed to ensure a consistent and competent Strengths based response. NGO social 
workers understood the luxury of time afforded in their position enabled more accurate assessment 
of child safety and family capacity. There was significant frustration when NGO social workers 
perceived their information to be ignored or undervalued, particularly when Oranga Tamariki have 
contracted the NGO to gather this information.      
This leads into a further area of contention, the construction of strengths and risks, by whom and to 
what end. With NGO social workers now being more heavily involved and responsible for assessing 
and monitoring child safety, the perception of risk and strengths in relation to family capacity and 
child safety significantly influences the path of statutory intervention. NGO social workers described 
as above, when their perception of risk was congruent with Oranga Tamariki, an effective, 
collaborative intervention would ensue with a family. However, when the perception of risk varied, 
this had significant and at times detrimental impacts on NGO social workers’ relationship with 
families, intervention and interactions with Oranga Tamariki.  
This research also unearthed a view that Oranga Tamariki can lack cultural knowledge of Māori and 
Pasefika culture necessary to respond in a culturally appropriate way to child welfare concerns 
within these families. Having insufficient knowledge of cultural practices, beliefs, family structure 
and functioning, resulted in harmful interactions between Oranga Tamariki and families and poorer 
outcomes long term for some children. For several participants this encouraged more of a family 
preservation orientation to practice, with a ‘not on my watch’ attitude to Oranga Tamariki 
intervening unless absolutely necessary. Wider family and community as a resource, were perceived 
to be underutilised and interactions with children and families could be misinterpreted when viewed 
through a deficit lens. For example, lack of engagement considered by Oranga Tamariki as lack of 
motivation or awareness, could occur when appropriate family members have not been 
communicated with in a culturally appropriate way.   
Indigenous Māori and Pasefika cultural frameworks were identified not only as aligned with the 
principles of the Strengths perspective, but also very successful in improving child safety and family 
wellbeing outcomes for these families. Relationships, as with general Strengths principles, were the 
foundation of change work within both the Pasefika and Māori approach to child welfare social 
work. Time and collaboration were also echoed within the Fonofale model, Te Whakakoha 
Rangatiratanga and the Māoritanga principles of social work.  Faith based culture also featured as 
sharing these values with the Strengths perspective and supported, along with indigenous 
frameworks, the inclusion of spiritual wellbeing in a holistic, Strength based approach to families.  
Implications  
 
There are several possible implications for practice from this research. First and foremost, the 
principles of Strengths being mirrored by innate personality qualities in social workers was 
unanimously agreed upon by participants. This appeals to the recruitment and screening process for 
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social work organisations with Strengths at its core . Following from this the importance of 
organisations modelling Strengths within its culture is beneficial in supporting the development of a 
Strengths approach in practice. Organisational policies and processes may need to be reviewed in 
order to accommodate a Strengths based environment. Further, greater attention may be placed on 
NGO social workers understanding child welfare legislation and building stronger relationships with 
Oranga Tamariki, along with Oranga Tamariki social workers returning this commitment to building 
stronger relationships with NGOs. Cultural awareness and responsiveness of NGO social workers 
organisations and Oranga Tamariki is highlighted in this research, signalling urgent attention on the 
development of this and appropriate engagement with families. The following recommendations 





1. Understanding that Strengths can be identified as a model  of practice in child welfare work, 
as well as an overarching approach to all practice is a beneficial exploration for social work 
organisations. By finding out ‘what works’, what does not and why in this area,  social work 
practitioners can be assisted in self-reflection regarding the application of Strengths in their 
practice. Social work organisations will benefit from reviewing individual and collective 
understandings of Strengths based practice in child welfare, particularly in multidisciplinary 
teams and consider this within organisational philosophy, policy and expectations.  This 
could ultimately improve the social worker/client relationship, social worker’s feeling more 
confident in the approach they are using and how to integrate this effectively within 
the often-challenging and at times competing child welfare policy and practice within an 
NGO.   
 
2. In terms of policy, this research could assist NGOs developing or revising their policy 
regarding Strengths based practice, knowledge and expectations, particularly around child 
welfare issues. It could also highlight an area of concern for these organisations,  if they do 
not feel the Strengths based practice expectations within child welfare policy are in line with 
their own philosophy and is not explicit in how to effectively utilise this approach in child 
welfare social work and within multi-disciplinary teams. It would be beneficial for this to 
occur as a discussion initially; exploring philosophically, organisationally and professionally 
the construction of the Strengths perspective individually and collectively to provide more 
specific guidance for NGO social workers.  
3. Strengths based frameworks for practice should include sufficient allocation of time and 
flexibility to ensure trusting meaning relationships can develop, creating effective 
engagement with families ultimately improving child safety.  
 
4. In terms of the statutory processes in child welfare, it is advantageous for NGO social 
workers without statutory experience to become more familiar with Oranga Tamariki 
policies and practice expectations, to improve their confidence and understanding of the 
purpose and function of Oranga Tamariki policy and practice and the interface between NGO 
and statutory social work. This would include attention paid to the sections of the Oranga 
Tamariki Act 1989 that directly impact families during Oranga Tamariki interventions, 
maximising the advocacy role. This could occur as either joint educational sessions between 
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NGOs and their local Oranga Tamariki site, internally within NGOs or with individual social 
workers experiencing statutory social work practice and policy at an Oranga Tamariki site.  
 
5. The report of concern process for NGO social workers could be improved with education and 
support for NGOs around best using a Strengths based relationship with families to navigate 
the period of uncertainty. The family group conference process could be improved for NGO 
social workers by understanding and helping families and community understand the 
independent role of the Coordinator, separate to Oranga Tamariki and view them as a 
resource to assist families and the NGO social worker ensure fairness through the family 
group conference process. Oranga Tamariki, Coordinators and NGO social workers could all 
assist with this.  
 
 
6. It would also be beneficial for NGO social workers to explore their role and function within a 
family group conference, learning how to maximise their involvement in terms of advocacy 
and providing necessary family capacity information relevant to planning and to ensure the 
NGO role is not undermined.  
 
7. Regarding involvement with Oranga Tamariki, it would be beneficial for NGOs, Oranga 
Tamariki and the families they work with If reciprocal relationship building is encouraged 
between NGO social workers and their local Oranga Tamariki. This could help alleviate some 
of the tension and frustration within these interactions, building trust and understanding, 
resulting in more effective collaboration and communication. This would include developing 
a better process for consensus around risk perception in child welfare, as well as better use 
of NGO information supporting more accurate assessments of families and better handling 
of reports of concerns to minimise harm to NGO relationships with families.   
 
8. The perception from NGO social workers of inadequate resource, trainings and supervision 
within Oranga Tamariki, in order to be Strengths based and genuinely responsive to families, 
is of concern. This warrants consideration of whether Oranga Tamariki needs to be better 
supported to allow a Strengths based approach conducive to building more meaningful 
relationships through greater allocation of time and trainings.  Oranga Tamariki social 
workers were not involved in this research however and this would require further 
investigation. 
  
9. With the complex and often challenging dynamics present in NGO child welfare social work, 
the need for frequent, quality supervision was a consistent thread through this research. 
This supports NGO social workers safely navigate internal conflicts, the interface of NGO 
within a statutory realm and the application of an evolving Strengths perspective in an area 
of social work based on the deficits in families. Management modelling a Strengths approach 
to staff, as well as clients, will enable a Strengths based culture to develop within 
organisations.  
 
10. Cultural frameworks were a somewhat unexpected area of significance in this research. 
Māori and Pasefika frameworks are described as sharing similar values and successes as the 
Strengths perspective, the success of the Fonofale, Poutama, mana enhancing and Te 
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Whakakoha Rangatiratanga models of practice highlighted the benefit of utilising these 
approaches with whānau Māori and Pasefika. However, it was just as significantly reported 
that cultural knowledge, primarily within Oranga Tamariki, but also within NGOs, was 
detrimentally lacking for Māori and Pasefika families, impacting engagement and the 
accurate assessment of whānau. Education and training on cultural practices, whānau 
functioning and the holistic way of working inclusive of spirituality for engagement and 
intervention, is a crucial step forward in successfully engaging, assessing and intervening 
with whānau in a way which improves child safety and whānau ora. It is critical that this 
education and training is supported in organisational culture and policy for their successful 
implementation.  
Further research and limitations 
 
This research focused on a group of 12 social workers from the South Island of Aotearoa New 
Zealand, with feedback from one focus group of social service practitioners within the same locality. 
For this research to be more generalisable, a wider sample of social workers and possibly a sample 
inclusive of non-social workers engaged in child welfare work for comparison, would provide further 
insight into how these themes relate to a larger population of social service NGO. Additionally, 
repeating this research with Oranga Tamariki social workers or having them review the NGO 
perspectives could provide a broader picture of the application of the Strengths perspective across 
the child welfare system in Aotearoa New Zealand .  
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APPENDIX A: Information Sheet and Consent Form 




Experience of Social Workers applying the Strength Perspective in Child Welfare cases.    
INFORMATION  SHEET  FOR    
PARTICIPANTS   
  
Thank you for showing an interest in this project.  Please read this information sheet carefully before 
deciding whether or not to participate.  If you decide to participate we thank you.  If you decide not 
to take part there will be no disadvantage to you and we thank you for considering our request.    
  
What is the Aim of the Project?  
  
The purpose of this research project is to identify and explore how NGO social workers understand 
and apply the Strengths Perspective within cases involving child welfare issues in New Zealand. This 
will consider the influence of navigating Government and agency policy, cultural and professional 
frameworks and the client role.  
  
What Type of Participants are being sought?  
  
12 – 20 Participants are being recruited from the South Island region via email and through ANZASW 
channels. Participants will have access to the transcription of their interview, for the purpose 
of review and correction.   
  
             Participants must fit within the following criteria:  
• Employed in a Non-Government Social Service Organisation and provide front line case work 
involving child welfare issues requiring Oranga Tamariki attention.   
• Registered Social Worker.   
• Work within the South Island of New Zealand.   
• Actively or within the past three months working with cases involving Child Welfare concerns 
regarding children, youth, or families.   
• Cases will only be included where the level of child welfare concern has warranted a Report of 
Concern to Oranga Tamariki during the time of the participants engagement with the family, or 
there is current Oranga Tamariki involvement.  
 
20-25 participants will be sought to participate in a Focus Group to provide feedback on non-
identifiable emerging themes from the interviews.  
These participants must be staff at a Southland NGO social service which experiences child welfare 





What will Participants be Asked to Do?  
  
Should you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to be available at a mutually agreed 
time to meet with Lorna Allott at Family Works Southland office, or another venue mutually agreed 
upon, for approximately one hour to complete a semi structured interview. If you live outside of 
Southland, you will be interviewed by video conferencing. The interviews will be transcribed and the 
information will be analysed to inform my thesis.   
 
Participants of the Focus Group will be asked to provide feedback on the non-identifiable emerging 
themes generated from the interviews. This will take approximately one to one and a half hours at 
the family Works Office Southland.  
  
Please be aware that you may decide not to take part in the project without any disadvantage to 
yourself of any kind.  
  
What Data or Information will be Collected and What Use will be Made of it?  
Raw data in the form of a recorded interview and its subsequent transcription will be collected in 
audio, written hard copy and electronic form. The transcript of the interview will be supplied to  you 
in order for you to review and correct the material if required. The edited transcript will be subject 
to a qualitative analysis that will be used to inform the thesis.   
Personal information will be collected in terms of your position, experience and organisation. This 
information will not be published as part of the thesis. This information will be used to inform 
themes when analysing the data, such as identifying that different organisations may have 
different cultures experienced by participants.   
The data collected will be securely stored in such a way that only those mentioned below will be 
able to gain access to it. Data obtained as a result of the research will be retained for at least 5 
years in secure storage. Any personal information held on the participants such as contact details 
and audio tapes after they have been transcribed may be destroyed at the completion of the 
research even though the data derived from the research will, in most cases, be kept for much 
longer or possibly indefinitely.  
 
Non-identifiable emerging themes generated from the interviews will be presented to a Focus Group 
for the purpose of participants providing feedback on the emerging themes. Participants for this 
Focus Group will be invited  from social service NGOs  in Southland.  
  
The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of Otago Library 
(Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve your anonymity.   
  
This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning is described in 
What is the Aim of the Project? section outlined earlier. The precise nature of the questions which 
will be asked have not been determined in advance, but will depend on the way in which the 
interview develops.  Consequently, although the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee is 
aware of the general areas to be explored in the interview, the Committee has not been able to 
review the precise questions to be used.  
  
In the event that the line of questioning does develop in such a way that you feel hesitant or 
uncomfortable you are reminded of your right to decline to answer any particular question(s) and 
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also that you may withdraw from the project at any stage without any disadvantage to yourself of 
any kind.  
  
Can Participants Change their Mind and Withdraw from the Project?  
  
You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time up until the thesis has been 
completed and without any disadvantage to yourself of any kind.  
  
What if Participants have any Questions?  
If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 
contact either:-  
Lorna Allott and Dr Emily Keddell  
Social and Community Work   
03 479 5867  
alllo415@otago.ac.nz | Emily.keddell@otago.ac.nz  
 
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you have any 
concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the Committee through the 
Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph +643 479 8256 or email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any 
issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and you will be informed of the 
outcome.  
  

































Experience of Social Workers applying the Strengths Perspective in Child Welfare Cases  
CONSENT  FORM  FOR    
PARTICIPANTS  
  
I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about.  All my 
questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I understand that I am free to request further 
information at any stage.  
I know that:-  
1.My participation in the project is entirely voluntary;  
  
2.I am free to withdraw from the project before its completion;  
  
3.Personal identifying information audio recordings may be destroyed at the conclusion of the 
project but any raw data on which the results of the project depend will be retained in secure 
storage for at least five years;  
  
4.   This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning includes:  
• Your understanding of the strengths perspective and how it applies to your work  
  
•  The role of the client and worker (child, young person, parents, 
contracted    or voluntary) influence on social workers’ ability to apply the Strengths 
perspective in case work.  
  
• Factors such as agency culture and policy, professional frameworks, cultural frameworks, 
legislation and statutory policy influence on the ability of social workers to apply a Strengths 
perspective in case work.    
  
• The stages of child welfare policy (Report of Concern, assessment/investigation, 
intervention) influencing the ability of Social Workers to apply the Strengths perspective in 
case work.   
  
        The precise nature of the questions which will be asked have not been determined in advance, 
but will depend on the way in which the interview develops and that in the event that the line 
of questioning develops in such a way that I feel hesitant or uncomfortable I may decline to 
answer any particular question(s) and/or may withdraw from the project without any 
disadvantage of any kind.  
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The Focus Group will involve the various emerging themes from these interviews  presented for 
feedback of the Focus Group participants to be added to assist in the analysis of themes.  
  
5. The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of Otago Library 
(Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve my anonymity.  
 
6. Non-identifiable emerging themes generated from the interviews will be presented to a Focus 
Group for the purpose of participants providing feedback on the emerging themes. Participants for 






I agree to take part in this project.  
  
  
............................................................................................................   








Name of person taking consent  
  
  
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you have any 
concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the Committee through the 
Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph +643 479 8256 or email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any 




















APPENDIX B: Question Guide 
Questions: 
1. Demographic information: location, age range:18-25, 26-35, 36-45,46-55, 56+ current 
organization, qualification, years of experience, gender, ethnicity, experience in Statutory 
social work, professional memberships.  
 
2. What are the key ideas that describe the Strengths perspective? 
 
- How does this differ from other popular approaches you know of?  
 
 
3. Where has the social worker’s knowledge of Strengths perspective come from? Formal or 
informal? 
 
4. How well prepared did you feel from your qualification to apply Strengths perspective? 
 
 
5. What are some examples of the social worker applying the Strengths perspective in cases 
with child welfare issues? How is the meaning constructed when describing practice? 
 
 
6. How does the social worker’s role and relationship as a worker with different client types 
(child, young person, parents, contracted, voluntary, service type), affect how you can apply 
the Strengths perspective?  
 
7. How do the following factors influence how social worker’s apply the Strengths perspective? 
 
- Agency culture and policy? – supportive or not? Create barriers (when to report, who 
can be worked with?) 
- Professional frameworks? 
- Cultural frameworks?-ethnic or religion 
- Legislation? 
 
8. How do the following stages of child welfare practice influence the social worker applying a 
Strengths perspective? 
 
- Making a Report of Concern or being involved with a case where a Report of Concern is 
made by someone else.  
- Investigation/assessment phase with Oranga Tamariki – sharing of information.  
- Intervention phase with Oranga Tamariki: FGC, Whanau hui, Family Court, monitoring 
 
9. Examples may be asked for to clarify an experience being described in answer to these 
questions. The participant will be asked to change any names of people involved to protect 















Strengths aligns with 
personality/values 
innate personality trait 
•Aligns with personality – in framework – comes easy
•Resonates – had sb counselling that helped them learn value of sb. 
Work for me work for others
•Aligns with values Have empathy, open, honest
•Good fit works well with values , good engagement
•Aligns really nicely – gives hope
•Fits well – lots of models used though depends on family
•Fits well with practice framework closely aligned with whakakoha 
rangatiratanga – respectful  relationships
•Aligns – positive person, ticks boxes professionally and personally
•Fits well – important to help people realise potential. 
•Building trust, engagement , motivation align  -relational aspect 
aligns 
•Solution focus – helping come up with own solutions aligns 
•SP aligns with values.have empathy, not go in and fix, allow them to 
discover their own path Help get them to place of understanding
role of formal 
education - Strengths 
Perspective 
• depth of knowledge gained from practical experience not theory. 
Study provided the logic. 
•prepared from stusy, supported by moving into a SP organisation. 
•theoretically prepared - difficult to apply when balancing paperwork 
and with engaging with families.
•practical experience and the formal placement prepared D. 
•Provided a scaffold, label, framework, context. Prior experience gave 
knowledge and skill. 
•Difficult to bridge theory and practice, Placement helped. Post 
qualification practical experience prepared
•Formal ed gave language to intuitive practice
•Not totally prepared from formal ed : over time clarity of themes in 
own practice
•Formal ed confirmed SP can work. Validity of childhood experiential 
knowledge as practice. 
•Didn’t prepare but confirmed. Gave confidence as a social worker
•Informal provides further knowledge and ability to use. Formal 
provides theory – but not as simple as one  theory
•Formal – placement helpful in the UK. 








My name is Loran Allott and I am studying the Master of Social Work through Otago University. I am 
currently undergoing a research project exploring the experience of NGO social workers using the 
Strengths perspective, or Strengths Based practice with families when there are serious child welfare 
issues. 
I have attached the information sheet and consent form for this project and would love for you to 
send this to your staff for their consideration. 
  






Lorna Allott BSCW MANZASW                                                                  
 
Social Worker  | Family Works 
 
P: 03 211 8250    |  E: LAllott@familyworkssld.nz  |  W: familyworkssld.nz  
181/183 Spey Street Invercargill 9810  |  P O Box 314 Invercargill 9840 







Please see attached an invitation for staff of NGO Social Services  to attend a Focus Group on 30 
march  as part of my Thesis research project, in order to provide feedback on themes emerging from 
interviews conducted recently. 
  










Lorna Allott BSCW MANZASW                                                                  
 
Social Worker  | Family Works 
 
P: 03 211 8250    |  E: LAllott@familyworkssld.nz  |  W: familyworkssld.nz  
181/183 Spey Street Invercargill 9810  |  P O Box 314 Invercargill 9840 





































APPENDIX  F: Ngāi Tahu Research Consultation Committee Recommendations 
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